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Katherine Walker: Reading the Natural and Preternatural Worlds in Early Modern Drama 
(Under the direction of Mary Floyd-Wilson) 
 
Analyzing almanacs, how-to manuals, and receipt books and drama, “Reading the 
Natural and Preternatural Worlds in Early Modern Drama,” argues that the stage is in 
dialogue with vernacular natural philosophical print. The project shows how this archive, 
taken up by early modern playwrights, complicates our understanding of the methods of 
deduction in the period and those who might contribute their experiential knowledge of 
natural and preternatural phenomena to the period’s sciences. In chapters on Mother Bombie 
and The Wise Woman of Hogsdon, All’s Well That Ends Well, Doctor Faustus, Bartholomew 
Fair, and Macbeth, the dissertation reads drama equally invested as vernacular print in 
producing knowledge. The stage offered a means for playing with the modes of interpretation 
articulated in manual literature, and drama offered an approach that accounted for the 
intervention of magical agents in the creation of knowledge. The dissertation demonstrates 
that the frame of science studies can direct our inquiries more accurately towards the many 
stakeholders in the creation of knowledge on the early modern stage. In focusing on 
marginalized knowledge, this project explores how the early modern stage was an active 
venue for participating in the intellectual landscape of the period. Broadening the archive to 
these under-studied texts, the contributors in the production of knowledge also dilates to 
include unlikely figures. The project thus captures the uncanny “cunning” of figures such as 
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I. “As things transcending Nature” 
 
Arthur:   Was ever sport of expectation 
   Thus cross’d in th’ height? 
Shakestone:   Tush, these are accidents 
   All game is subject to. 
Arthur:   So you may call them 
   Chances or crosses or what else you please, 
   But for my part I’ll hold them prodigies, 
   As things transcending Nature. (1.1.1-8).1 
In this opening debate, from the 1634 drama The Witches of Lancashire by Thomas 
Heywood and Richard Brome, the gallants pose questions that capture neatly the play’s 
entangled representation of natural phenomena and preternatural intervention. The men, 
surprised by the disappearance of a rabbit while hunting, offer disparate explanations, 
echoing a wide range of contemporary, cheaply printed texts in their discussion. For Arthur, 
                                                        
1 Thomas Heywood and Richard Brome, The Witches of Lancashire, edited by Gabriel Egan. New York: 
Routledge, 2003. The omen of crossing paths with a hare was proverbial in the period. As Tub claims in 
Jonson’s A Tale of a Tub, “The unlucky hare hath crossed us all this day” (4.2.18). See A Tale of a Tub, edited 




his ill-starred luck suggests a witch’s or demon’s interference, and, as the period’s 
demonological tracts described, these agents might maliciously visit both the righteous and 
the impenitent.2 Shakestone and Bantam, however, protest that Arthur should consider the 
sign “[b]ut natural which you proclaim a wonder” (1.1.26).3 Arthur’s “wonder”: is it 
preternatural or natural? And what, the play queries, are the consequences of understanding 
change from the wrong perspective? In this exchange (and given that the play’s setting 
includes several mischievous witches), the stakes for knowledge are high, much higher than 
perceiving the source behind a lost quarry. Learning the cause of the hare’s disappearance 
would either establish that there are witches and demonic familiars populating the Lancashire 
landscape or, instead, that nature herself can play tricks on the eye. For Arthur’s companions, 
preternatural mediation should be the last causal resort, and they enjoin their friend to 
acknowledge that there are multiple ways to read different phenomena. From this angle, they 
echo seventeenth-century astrological tracts, which largely, though not uniformly, argued 
that stellar movements in the heavens (and by extension, observed behavior on earth) were 
natural signs rather than signifying demonic beings explicitly manipulating human fate.4 
                                                        
2 Within demonological debates, however, the issue of whether Satan actually transformed his followers into 
other creatures or merely deluded the eyesight was an active point of contention. Pierre le Loyer, for example, 
sets out to prove how “the divell working vppon the fantasie, dooth moove and stirre the humours, and doth in 
some sort, cause a transmutation of them by a locall motion: And this transmutation of the humours, being 
internall or inwards, doth communicate it selfe, not onely to the externall senses of the partie which is charmed 
and enchanted, but to those also of the beholders,” A Treatise of Specters or Straunge Sights, Visions and 
Apparitions Appearing Sensibly vnto Men. London: 1605: K4v. 
  
3 On the early modern category of the wondrous in nature, see Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park, Wonders 
and the Order of Nature, 1150-1750. New York: Zone Books, 1998.  
 
4 John Gadbury poses this opposition in his almanac. The science of the stars offers knowledge that otherwise 
must be considered beyond human reasoning: “In all these things, and many hundred differences more, we must 
allow of an influence from the Sun and Stars, or else by acknowledging our Ignorance of the true Causes 
thereof, be content to rank them among the occult qualities of Nature, of which no certain reason can be given.” 
Ephemeris, or, A Diary Astronomical, Astrological, Meteorological for the Year of our Lord 1674. London: 
1674: A5v.  
 3 
Nonetheless, Arthur insists he has witnessed that which is beyond nature, and he advances 
the familiar Renaissance trope on the reliability of the senses as evidence that he is party to 
an uncanny spectacle:  
Arthur:  Well, well, gentlemen,  
   Be you of your own faith, but what I see 
   And is to me apparent, being in sense, 
   My wits about me, no way toss’d or troubled, 
   To that will I give credit. (1.1.1-27-31).  
The opening controversy of The Witches of Lancashire at once turns to contemporary natural 
philosophical debates articulated in cheap print, questions about the magical and the natural, 
and the pressing need to understand what forces or influences are at play in processes of 
deduction. A central part of this discussion, too, hinges on the different characters’ powers of 
observation and interpretation, or which perspectives they adopt in their reading of nature’s 
mysteries.  
I offer the scene above as one example, among many in the period, that explores the 
challenges in deducing causality. In the play, characters adopt incongruent epistemic 
positions on the sources of change, and yet ultimately Arthur’s supposition that preternatural 
agents are at hand is correct in a play so focused on a cohort of witches. In the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, interrogating signs was never a neutral act, and to interpret or to offer 
experiential knowledge onstage is an act that carries significant implications for the culture’s 
investment in creating new methods for aquiring certainty in natural philosophy. There were 
certainly perceived dangers to the act of interpretation itself, as the Friar in John Ford’s ’Tis 
Pity She’s a Whore proclaims: “[n]ice philosophy / May tolerate unlikely arguments, / But 
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heaven admits no jests” (1.1.2-4).5 The Friar goes on to conclude “better ’tis / To bless the 
sun than reason why it shines” (1.1.9-10). Nonetheless, despite oft-repeated warnings against 
peering too closely into her secrets, the early modern stage invited explication into the 
preternatural cosmos; reasoning the world’s potential sources of change was a thriving 
practice among gallants and witches alike, as Brome and Heywood’s play ultimately 
demonstrates. Characters onstage turn to such sciences as astrology, dream interpretation, 
demonology, medicine, and secrets for understanding events and bodies that cannot readily 
be explained within a strictly “natural” or empirical framework. This dissertation, “Reading 
the Natural and Preternatural Worlds in Early Modern Drama,” examines these moments of 
causal indeterminacy and the various forms of knowledge that characters bring to bear on the 
inexplicable spectacles they confront. As I argue, cheap, vernacular print marketed to a wide 
audience helps us to understand the scope of knowledge formation on the early modern stage. 
In concentrating on marginalized knowledge and genres, my project seeks to understand how 
the early modern stage was an active venue for creating knowledge in the intellectual 
landscape of the period: at once using, editing, challenging, and transforming the types of 
knowledge articulated in a range of unique genres. My discussion focuses on almanacs, how-
to manuals, books of secrets, and other pamphlet or didactic literature. As I show, by 
broadening our archive to include these under-studied texts, the body of stakeholders in the 
                                                        
5 John Ford, ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore, edited by David Bevington in English Renaissance Drama: A Norton 
Anthology, edited by David Bevington, Lars Engle, Katharine Eisaman Maus, and Eric Rasmussen. New York; 
London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2002. Berowne, albeit in jest, makes a similar claim disparaging natural 
philosophical reasoning in Love’s Labor’s Lost: 
 These earthly godfathers of heaven’s lights, 
 That give a name to every fixed star, 
 Have no more profit of their shining nights 
 Than those that walk and wot not what they are. (1.1.88-91) 
William Shakespeare, Love’s Labor’s Lost. Edited by H.R. Woudhuysen. Arden Third Series. New York: 
Bloomsbury, 1998.  
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production of knowledge also dilates to enfold unlikely figures. I capture the uncanny 
“cunning” of figures such as white witches, female healers, clowns, rogues, and the common 
folk. 
 
II. The Experiential Stage   
 
Not every early modern play carries the performative frames (titles, advertisements, 
topicality6) that prepare an audience to anticipate preternatural intervention. Consider, for 
example, the many riddles regarding who is manipulating the puppet strings in Shakespeare’s 
Pericles. Despite tropological flourishes, Pericles continually returns to contemporary 
natural philosophical conceits and the various forms of knowledge from the margins that can 
help explicate a fuller sense of change. The play begins with a consideration of the 
heavens—Antiochus’s daughter is endowed with all the perfections “[t]he senate house of 
planets” (1.1.11) can provide.7 Pericles himself promises to remain in Tarsus until his own 
astral conjunction revolves; he will “feast here awhile, / Until our stars that frown lend us a 
smile” (1.4.105-106). Astrology was, of course, a rich metaphorical reservoir for early 
modern authors, but I want to suggest that something else is going on here—by recalling the 
influence of planetary and celestial movements alongside the wider frame of experiential 
knowledge, Pericles considers what these signs might offer in trials of character and fortune. 
Following Pericles’s vow to stay in Taurus until his stars radiate good hap, his subsequent 
                                                        
6 Notably, for The Witches of Lancashire Brome and Heywood “obtained transcripts of the witness’s and 
defendants’ depositions which were intended only for privy council use, and they drew upon these for 
journalistic details” (x). See “Editor’s Introduction” to the edition cited above by Egan.   
 
7 Shakespeare, Pericles, edited by Suzanne Gossett. Arden Third Series. New York: Bloomsbury, 2004. All in-
text citations are from this edition.  
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lines in Act II chastise those same astral influences for their persecution. Shipwrecked, 
Pericles demands 
 Yet cease your ire, you angry stars of heaven! 
 Wind, rain, and thunder, remember earthly man 
 Is but a substance that must yield to you, 
 And I, as fits my nature, do obey you. (2.1.1-4) 
Although overcoming the trials of Antiochus’s deadly riddle, other, seemingly inexplicable 
turns of fortune still confront Pericles. And his oration to the heavens is not merely 
rhetorical, but rather emphasizes a prevailing worldview of the period, in which stars and 
other elemental bodies actively manipulate human figures and their fortunes. The 
understanding that God had provided signs in the heavens for humans to read reached back to 
the Biblical lines in Genesis 1:14, which proclaims that the stars are not mere ornamentation, 
but instead “for signs, and for seasons, and for days, and years.”8 From this and ancient 
Greek and Roman traditions, early modern astrological texts echoed the conviction that 
tracking the movements of the planetary bodies was a useful exercise, one that could shed 
light on many of the inexplicable caprices of human existence. In Richard Saunder’s 
almanac, for example, “God speaketh with men, not only with the tongues of men, by 
Prophets, Apostles and Teachers; but sometimes also by the very Elements, composed or 
wrought into divers forms and shapes, there being also a Theological end of sending Comets, 
as well as Natural and Political.”9 Recognizing special human vessels vocalizing God’s 
                                                        
8 The Bible: Authorized King James Version with Apocrypha. Introduction and notes by Robert Carroll and 
Stephen Prickett. Oxford: Oxford University Press, rpr. 2008.   
 
9 Richard Saunders, Apollo Anglicanus, The English Apollo. London: 1678: B6r.  
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messages, Saunder’s primary project is to sidestep these more divine sources of knowledge 
and instead establish how the stars and other natural elements exhibit those “signs” of 
Genesis. This frame, as Chapter Two expands upon, was much more influential in the period 
than many histories of science and works on literature and knowledge formation often 
acknowledge.  
 While he is certainly melancholy, Pericles’s troubles are primarily extrinsic. He 
recognizes the cooperation or animation of the heavens in occasioning his poor luck. When 
first addressing the infant Marina on the storm-tossed ship, Pericles emphasizes the current 
exigencies of the tempest and his own fate: “Thou hast as chiding a nativity / As fire, air, 
water, earth and heaven can make / To herald thee from the womb” (3.1.32-34). For Pericles, 
the poignantly real aspects of the storm evoke not only ideas of birth, but also astral nativities 
in the form of horoscopes for the child and the intervention of the four substances that 
constitute sublunary matter.10 And although the conventions of romance entail such turnings, 
there is here and elsewhere in the drama a serious consideration of how other influences—
divine, preternatural, or natural—intervene to occlude an easy trajectory for the protagonist 
and his family. Pericles himself is an avid reader of the skies, but he lacks a fuller image of 
the different modes of experience and reading that can allow for one to accommodate many 
lines of causality at once.  
                                                        
10 Nativity, of course, could just mean one’s moment of birth. But that moment was significant for early modern 
individuals who believed that the alignment of the planets at one’s birth (and conception) determined the course 
of a human life. Nativities in the period were cast for newborns and cast after the fact for others to resolve 
important questions concerning one’s character and fate. In John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi, the nativity 
cast for the Duchess’s infant son casts a dark shadow over the fate of the Malfi line. See Webster, The Duchess 
of Malfi, edited by Brian Gibbons. New York: Bloomsbury, 2014: 2.3.57-64. Pericles is certainly aware of this 
tradition when he anthropomorphizes Marina’s nativity as “chiding.”  
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 To obtain a more complete image of the cosmos, Pericles must confront a class of 
citizens typically outside of his ken. The fishermen in the play expose another side to the 
notion of experiential knowledge, pairing both humorous emblematic language with 
contemporary maritime deductions. For the First Fisherman:     
Nay, master, said not I as much when I saw the porpoise, how he bounced and 
tumbled? They say they’re half fish, half flesh. A plague on them, they ne’er come 
but I look to be washed. Master, I marvel how the fishes live in the sea. (2.1.23-27) 
The First Fisherman responds with the adage that, like humans, the bigger fish swallow the 
smaller, and he pairs this with his observational knowledge that dolphins portend gales. 
Pericles, however, dismisses this display of folkloric knowing in an aside: “A pretty moral” 
(2.1.35). Upon further eavesdropping, however, Pericles begins to admire the fellows for 
their acute understanding of the complexity of human changeability and social mores, 
praising their grounding of such observations on the very elements in which they traffic:  
 How from the finny subject of the sea 
 These fishers tell the infirmities of men 
 And from their watery empire recollect 
 All that may men approve or men detect (2.1.27-50) 
We might say that this is Shakespeare’s project or ability too; the language begins with the 
elements, the materials of the world, to move to higher, more abstract considerations of how 
different forms of knowing can “read” these signs and emblems.11 Literary and experimental 
                                                        
11 This is one of Sir Philip Sidney’s primary themes in praise of the poet above practitioners of the other arts 
and sciences—the poet is not tied down to the workings of nature, but rather can move beyond them:  
 There is no Art delivered unto mankind that hath not the workes of nature for his principall object, 
 without which they could not consist, and on which they so depend, as they become Actors & Plaiers, 
 as it were of what nature will have set forth. So doth the Astronomer looke upon the starres, and by 
 that he seeth set downe what order nature hath taken therein. So doth the Geometritian & 
 Arithmetitian, in their divers sorts of quantities. [….] Only the Poet disdeining to be tied to any such 
 9 
manipulations of the materials and knowledge paradigms at hand lend themselves to 
imaginative expositions. Vernacular natural philosophical perspectives, in this case, are 
means for moving from the immediate realities of the sea to explanations of social and 
physical contingencies. The porpoise may signal a storm, and the fishermen’s experiential 
knowledge enables that reading, but understanding of the sea creature and the elements then 
provides the space for an expansive dynamism of knowledge production, literary metaphors, 
and Pericles’s humbled sense of appreciation for the fishermen’s ways of knowing.  
 As many critics have noted, the sea in Pericles is the space for Homeric odyssey, 
reversals of fortune, and other shifts in the play’s mechanics of romance.12 But water is also a 
turbulent foundation for natural philosophical speculation and observation, as in the 
fishermen’s experiential knowledge. So too, the sailors who transport Pericles, the infant 
Marina, and the body of Thaisa across the seas offer their own reading of natural and 
preternatural causality. Once Pericles believes that his wife is dead, the Master of the ship 
demands that they rid the boat of the unlucky corpse. Pericles, however, scoffs: “[t]hat’s your 
superstition” (3.1.50). We should pause over Shakespeare’s use of “superstition,” a term that 
appears only once elsewhere in his works, in The Winter’s Tale.13 Francis Bacon, no 
                                                        
 subjection, lifted up with the vigor of his own invention, doth grow in effect into another nature: in 
 making things either better then nature bringeth foorth, or quite a new, formes such as never were in 
 nature.  
See An apologie for poetrie. London: 1595: C1r-C1v. We will see that this theory of poetic creation is part of 
the means through which drama engaged intertextually with the cheap vernacular print of the period. Rather 
than simply parroting the knowledge of these texts, drama took up the same questions and performatively 
considered how playing out experiential knowledge might offer new readings or conceits.  
 
12 Sarah Dewar-Watson, “Shakespeare’s Dramatic Odysseys: Homer as a Tragicomic Model in Pericles and The 
Tempest,” Classical and Modern Literature 25 (2005): 23-40 and Suparna Roychoudhury, “Mental Tempests, 
Seas of Trouble: The Perturbations of Shakespeare’s Pericles,” English Literary History 82.4 (Winter 2015): 
1013-1039.   
 
13 Spoken by Perdita in The Winter’s Tale, she asks “do not say ’tis superstition, that / I kneel and then implore 
her [Hermione’s] blessing” (5.3.43-44). See The Winter’s Tale, edited by John Pitcher. Arden Third Series. 
New York: Bloomsbury, 2010.  
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advocate of superstition, nonetheless concludes his essay on the topic by marking out space 
for the epistemic position of credulity, one which a mild form of superstition enables: “There 
is a Superstition, in avoiding Superstition; when men thinke to doe best, if they goe furthest 
from the Superstition formerly received.”14 I return to a longer discussion of superstition in 
Chapter One, but here it is notable that Pericles’ scorn resides in his outsider status to the 
sailors’ body of knowledge and their profession. He, like Gonzalo and the men at sea in The 
Tempest, remains distanced from the traditions and experiences of the sailors who are equally 
invested in reaching safe harbor.15 In dismissing the superstitions of the sailors, perhaps 
Pericles goes too far. Failing to cite the workings of medical science, nature, and the angry 
gods, Pericles’s dismissal derives from distaste for the sailors’ own forms of knowledge. As 
the Master argues, “with us at sea it hath been still observed, and we are strong in custom” 
(3.1.51-52). This custom is also what the period’s authors termed experience, and in the 
play’s logic of reversals and amid such a tempestuous cosmos, the sailors are, in a sense, 
warranted in proposing to rid the ship of its corruption. Superstition, in this instance, is a 
viable mode of epistemic understanding in the play, one that derives, surprisingly to modern 
readers, from “custom” or experience. 
Experience is a critical term in this dissertation, and the project takes its cue from 
imagining what sailors, criminals, and other marginalized figures offered to the Renaissance 
project of creating and transmitting knowledge. Playwrights often turn to the category of 
                                                        
 
14 Francis Bacon, “Of Superstition.” The Essayes or Counsels, Civill and Morall. Edited by Michael Kiernan. In 
The Oxford Francis Bacon Vol. 15. Edited by Lisa Jardine and Graham Rees. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1985: 55.  
 
15 Gonzalo and the other noblemen on board disdain the work of the sailors, but the Boatswain poignantly offers 
a counterpoint grounded in experiential knowledge: “[w]hat cares these roarers for the name of king?” (1.1.16-
17). See Shakespeare, The Tempest, edited by Virginia Mason Vaughan and Alden T. Vaughen. Arden Third 
Series. New York: Bloomsbury, 2011.  
 11 
experience as a means for testing different forms of knowledge, as in Thomas Heywood’s 
The English Traveler. The scholar Dalavill envies his friend Geraldine’s experience in 
traveling, which renders real and true what is only speculative in his own studies:  
A scholar in his study knows the stars,  
Their motion and their influence, which are fixed 
And which are wandering; can decipher seas 
And give each several land his proper bounds; 
But set him to a compass, he’s to seek, 
When a plain pilot can direct his course 
From here unto both th’ Indies. (1.1.6-12).16 
Again and again, vernacular print and the stage deny adhering to any single theoretical 
school and instead vouch for the usefulness of experiential knowledge as the means for 
determining if magical agents or natural causes are to blame for misfortune, or if the 
“custom” of certain figures can help untangle the most pressing epistemological questions 
animating early modern scholarship. In the period, an active counterculture commenting on 
the top-down approach to the creation of knowledge found multiple venues, and the theater 
was prominent in its call for recognizing the vast corpus of experiential knowledge created in 
cheap print, in literature, and on the early modern streets.     
Pericles learns a difficult lesson, one that appears on the early modern stage in 
multiple guises and hails from the mouths of different figures—the magical cosmos requires 
that one not discount the experiential knowledge of laborers, women in the household, and 
                                                        
16 Thomas Heywood, The English Traveler, in A Woman Killed with Kindness and Other Domestic Plays, 
edited by Martin Wiggins. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.  
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the broad category of agents who offer readings of change. This project brings together 
diverse plays and a new archive for understanding moments of epistemic uncertainty on the 
early modern stage. I am struck by the frequency in which characters offer interpretations of 
puzzling phenomena, including the workings in the cosmos but also the effects of social and 
physical bodies on how one navigates the world. Touchstone’s question to the rustic Corin, 
“Hast any philosophy in thee, shepherd?” (3.2.21), represents in condensed form the driving 
questions behind this project.17 What philosophy—and here I mean in the more capacious 
early modern sense of the term—did a shepherd, a housewife, or an apprentice have in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? How did they approach and understand change, 
particularly when other magical agents might be behind the alternations they observe? As I 
argue here, there is a philosophy to Corin’s and other’s understanding of causality, and there 
is a specific archive that outlines this perspective more precisely than only attending to the 
big debates in early modern natural philosophy or the history of ideas can uncover. Instead, I 
offer here a reading of cheap print, in large part the period’s how-to manuals and other 
technical pamphlets, to suggest that they articulate a much more embedded, experiential 
method for understanding change in a cosmos structured by multiple agents—God, demons, 
fairies, spirits, stars—that could shape human agents on earth. Before moving to an 
exploration of the different forms of knowledge articulated in the period’s print, it is 
necessary to understand what I mean by the category of vernacular forms of knowledge 
production and dissemination alongside the methods by which authors observed and captured 
a more spacious framework for approaching the category of change.    
 
                                                        
17 Shakespeare, As You Like It, edited by Juliet Dusinberre. Arden Third Series. New York: Bloomsbury, 2006.  
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III. Early Modern Cheap Print  
 
The story of dramatic representations of vernacular knowledge is entwined with that 
of the period’s print market, which through the rapid publication of ephemeral and cheap 
texts both enabled and was enabled by contemporary interest in the contributions of 
experiential knowledge.18 Despite, then, the consideration of lay forms of knowledge in the 
works of the period’s intelligentsia, a major contention of this project is that the archive for 
such representations is much larger. Each chapter in the dissertation focuses primarily on the 
cheap printed texts from the period, often but not exclusively those in the natural sciences. 
This archive evinces a much more interesting, and polyvocal, image of early modern 
discourses on lay influences to knowledge production. As my archive of cheap tracts from 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries illuminates, representations of the lay interpreter—a 
figure rendered accessible to a large portion of early modern readers and auditors—actively 
refashion the category of knowledge itself. Cheap print and the drama from the period put to 
use varied forms of both specious, or trickster “cunning,” alongside experiential knowledge 
in service of shaping the period’s understanding. As I demonstrate, while critiques of lay 
knowledge abounded, nonetheless the stage often leveled such binaries as those between 
“high” and “low” discourses, validating instead the form of cross-fertilization of knowledge 
for which Bacon, in a different context, so insistently urged.  
                                                        
18 Although throughout this project I have relied on full-text databases such as Early English Books Online, I 
have also benefited from various funding sources and guidance from my committee to visit several important 
archives, which have allowed me to examine many of the texts I discuss first-hand. Relevant archives include 
the British Library, the Bodleian Library, Cambridge University Library, the Folger Shakespeare Library, and 
the Newberry Library. 
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 Our understanding of a culture invested in the production of knowledge from all 
quarters—stage and text alike—is necessarily bound with the period’s changes in how that 
knowledge was articulated and shared. Many scholars, notably Elizabeth Eisenstein, have 
characterized the invention of printing in the mid-fifteenth century as revolutionary for 
intellectual and literary culture, extending to such socio-political realms as religion, domestic 
life, and scientific practices.19 Through the development of print markets and advances in 
technologies such as engraving and typesets, printing became a major force in the 
dissemination of knowledge, without immediately or entirely supplanting oral and 
manuscript cultures.20 This rising textual culture also influenced the scientific community; as 
Deborah Harkness’s work has shown, Paracelsian ideas, mathematical theories, and other 
ideas were taken up by many figures in the Elizabethan period, while practitioners and 
authors responded to this rise in new science through the vehicle of print.21 Although 
William Caxton primarily catered to a socially elite clientele for his large folio editions, his 
successor Wynken de Worde capitalized on the commercial prospects of a wider reading 
                                                        
19 Elizabeth Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change, 2 vols. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1979. Nonetheless, Eisenstein has since qualified her claims, emphasizing “printing as an agent, not the 
agent, let alone the only agent, of change in Western Europe” in The Printing Revolution in Early Modern 
Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983: xiii.  
 
20 See Harold Love, Scribal Publication in Seventeenth-Century England. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993. On 
the oral performance of texts in the period, see Roger Chartier, “Leisure and Sociability: Reading Aloud in 
Modern Europe,” translated by Carol Mossman in Urban Life in the Renaissance, edited Susan Zimmerman and 
Ronald R. E. Weissman. Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1989: 103-20; Edward Doughtie, Lyrics from 
English Airs, 1596-1622. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1970; 
 
21 Deborah Harkness, The Jewel House: Elizabethan London and the Scientific Revolution. New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2007. Harkness remains one of the major influences in this project, and her observations on 
how an urban culture of knowledge production shaped the period’s questions regarding the body and change, 
not to mention medicine and other sciences, remains an important contribution to our understanding of how 
early moderns produced and shared knowledge in the period.  
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public, printing school textbooks, primers, and devotional texts for households.22 De Worde’s 
model was ultimately more profitable, and printers continued to produce both ornate folios 
for a coterie audience while also supplementing their income with smaller, less costly 
octavos and duodecimos.23 Printers and publishers acknowledged the incredible market value 
of cheap print and ephemerides; the printer Henrie Bynneman [or Binneman], for example, 
printed octavos of Thomas Hill’s The Profitable Arte of Gardening and translations of Virgil 
and Plutarch while, at the same time, also providing cheap quartos like Phillip Moore’s An 
Almanacke and Prognostication for. xxxvii. Yeres.24 While Thomas Bodley refused to admit 
playbooks and chapbooks among his many tomes of early modern works,25 other librarians 
and clerics, like Robert Burton, used these texts in their own works and included them in 
their personal libraries.26 
                                                        
22 See David Scott Kastan, “Print, Literary Culture and the Book Trade” in The Cambridge History of Early 
Modern English Literature, edited by David Loewenstein and Janel Mueller. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003: 87.  
 
23 See Andrew Pettegree, who comments on the growing market for cheap print, due in part to the religious 
propaganda needs of the period: “The Reformation brought about a vast increase in the volume of publication at 
the cheaper end of the market. Flugschriften were short, cheap and instantly recognisable. If these were the first 
books that many urban readers purchased, they were certainly very different from the books that had until this 
moment dominated the publication strategy of most printers, which were by and large serious, bulky and 
expensive.” The Book in the Renaissance. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2011: 130.  
 
24 “Henrie Bynneman/Binneman” in the English Short Title Catalogue at the British Library. 
http://estc.bl.uk/F/7DKXJ1MHMR7TC46V19DN5QI68L1TTSGL5961AT5F2BVNEBPQ7X-
03874?func=file&file_name=find-b&local_base=bll06. Accessed May 23, 2014.  
 
25 Sir Thomas Bodley, Letters of Sir Thomas Bodley to Thomas James, edited by G. W. Wheeler. Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1926: letter no. 221 (21 January 1612).  
 
26 See N. K. Kiessling, The Library of Robert Burton. Oxford: Oxford Bibliographical Society, 1988. This bias 
for the “grander” texts of the period is still evident in many ways, one I experienced recently at the Boston 
Antique and Rare Book Fair, in which booksellers had only brought their most impressive items for sale while 
leaving at home their almanacs, pamphlets, and other smaller, cheaper texts.  
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Certainly by the Tudor period the accessibility of printed texts was remarkable, noted 
by many authors as either supplementing or occluding the dissemination of knowledge.27 
John Foxe, in discussing the invention of printing, characterizes it as a science and envisions 
(albeit idealistically) a leveling of social access to printed material:  
This art and science, how profitable it hath beene vnto all the whole worlde, theese 
oure dayes doo suffyciently declare, if that we dilygentlye waye and consyder, howe 
that thereby ignoraunce is vtterly banyshed, and truthe manifested and declared, […] 
For so much as otherwise, bokes were so skarse, and there wyth all of suche 
excessyue price, that fewe menne coulde there by attayne to knowledge or 
vnderstandynge, whiche now by this meanes, is made easy vnto all men.28 
On the other hand, John Lyly noted the fantastical and perplexing laxity of printed material, 
which allowed for printers to cater to multivalent reading tastes: “In my mind printers and 
tailors are bound chiefly to pray for gentlemen, the one hath so many fantasies to print, the 
other such diverse fashions to make, that the pressing iron of the one is never out of the fire, 
nor the printing press of the other any time lieth still.”29 Despite his focus on upper class 
                                                        
27 On the early modern marketplace of print, see Douglas Bruster, Drama and the Market in the Age of 
Shakespeare. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992; Alexandra Halasz, The Marketplace of Print: 
Pamphlets and the Public Sphere in Early Modern England. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997; 
and Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin, The Coming of the Book: The Impact of Print, 1450-1800. London: 
Verso, 1976; Marjorie Plant, The English Book Trade. London: Allen & Unwin, 1965.  
 
28 John Foxe, Actes and monuments of these latter and perillous dayes touching matters of the Church, wherein 
ar comprehended and decribed the great persecutions [and] horrible troubles, that haue bene wrought and 
practised by the Romishe prelates, speciallye in this realme of England and Scotlande, from the yeare of our 
Lorde a thousande, vnto the tyme nowe present. Gathered and collected according to the true copies [and] 
wrytinges certificatorie, as wel of the parties them selues that suffered, as also out of the bishops registers, 
which wer the doers therof, by Iohn Foxe. London: 1563: 414.  
 
29 John Lyly, Euphues: The Anatomy of Wit, edited by Paul Salzman in An Anthology of Elizabethan Prose 
Fiction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008: 88. See also Spenser’s Faerie Queene, Bk. I, in which Error 
vomits forth a cache of “books and papers” (I.i.20). The Faerie Queene, edited by Thomas R. Roche. New 
York: Penguin, rpr. 1987.  
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dictates in the printing house, many in the period, like Foxe, recognized that printing was 
more democratic, rendering at least somewhat more accessible the exchange of ideas through 
increased literacy rates, educational reform, and access to printed material that was then 
shared orally to listeners.30 In Pierce Penilesse (1592) Thomas Nashe boasts that his 
invectives could have ramifications for even the “Pesant[’]s eares” who, by the 1590s, is able 
to access such printed information either orally or through reading the texts him or herself.31 
As Joad Raymond notes of cheap printed texts in particular, “[i]n London the audience for 
cheap print was socially diverse, and extended to those whose involvement in the workplace 
or religious community allowed them to hear texts they could not read themselves (and to 
those who could not afford to purchase books).”32 The point Raymond makes regarding oral 
and textual forms of transmission is an important one, and as Adam Fox argues, “[a]ny crude 
binary opposition between ‘oral’ and ‘literate’ culture fails to accommodate the reciprocity 
between the different media by this time,” and thus access to printed material might reach the 
illiterate “Pesant[’]s eares” just as much as it might circulate among the burgeoning republic 
of letters among the nation’s intellectual elite.33 Although many of the original possessors of 
this lay, experiential knowledge most likely could not read or had limited access to printed 
material,34 as Margaret Spufford has shown, the inability to write did not necessarily mean 
                                                        
30 Adam Fox, Oral and Literate Culture in England, 1500-1700. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000.  
  
31 The full quote reads “I have tearmes (if I be vext) laid in steepe in Aquafortis, & Gunpowder, that shall rattle 
through the Skyes, and make an Earthquake in a Pesants eares.” See Thomas Nashe, Pierce Penilesse in The 
Works of Thomas Nashe, 5 vols., edited by Ronald E. McKerrow (London: A.H. Bullen, 1904): 195.  
 
32 Joad Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003: 91.  
 
33 Fox, Oral and Literate Culture in England, 6.  
 
34 The standard discussion on early modern literacy is David Cressy’s Literacy and the Social Order: Reading 
and Writing in Tudor and Stuart England. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980. Cressy uses the 
ability to sign as evidence of literacy in the period, a method that several scholars in the history of the book 
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that one could not read.35 Many early modern individuals, then, were participants, whether 
through listening, reading, or writing, in the culture’s investment in producing knowledge. 
And of course, the stage itself performed the knowledge printed in these cheap texts, 
reaching a growing number of spectators, who may have nodded in agreement at the 
familiarity of seeing acts of experiential deduction regarding the cosmos, the body, and the 
arts in productive mutability.  
 A central premise of this project is that the under-discussed archive of cheap printed 
material affords a fuller depiction of vernacular knowledge in the period. In early modern 
England printed texts ranged from the large, ornate folios to the much smaller and 
consequently much cheaper octavo chapbooks.36 Following Tessa Watt, I use the term 
“cheap print” to designate the type of texts that were more accessible to a wider range of 
readers and listeners.37 The texts I discuss fall broadly under the category of ephemera or 
pamphlets—printed works that were usually meant for quick production and mass 
dissemination among the populace. Often in quarto format with minimal space for 
marginalia, alongside crowded text, tables, and recycled woodcuts to maximize space, cheap 
                                                        
question. As Heidi Brayman Hackel observes, “Even as this methodology reduces literacy and illiteracy to a 
simple binary, the documents upon which it depends omit much of the information necessary for understanding 
the roles of class and gender in the distribution of early modern literacy.” See Reading Material in Early 
Modern England: Print, Gender, and Literacy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005: 56.   
 
35 Margaret Spufford, Small Books and Pleasant Histories: Popular Fiction and Its Readership in Seventeenth-
Century England. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981: 38, n. 11.  
 
36 By far the greatest expense of printing came from the paper, which accounted for up to 75% of the cost. See 
Febvre and Martin, The Coming of the Book, 113.  
 
37 See Tessa Watt, Cheap Print and Popular Piety, 1550-1640. Cambridge Studies in Early Modern British 
History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993: 5. Watt’s definition of these texts is more precise than 
other terminology for describing the extensive readership and circulation of these popular, oft-printed works: 
“The notion of ‘cheap print’ is a valid one, if used as a neutral category, not as a genre aimed exclusively at a 
definable social group” (5).  
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print in the period was often small and shared among readers and listeners alike. Tracing the 
tradition of pamphlet literature in particular, Raymond notes: 
Reformation propaganda, rogue literature and cony-catching tracts, ballads describing 
monstrous births, political libels emerging out of manuscript circulation: all of these 
might have been encompassed by the innovative and shifting term ‘pamphlet’ 
between 1500 and 1580. When uses of the word consolidated during the 1580s, they 
built upon the practice of publishing and experience of reading these older literary 
forms.38  
Although I examine other types of cheap print beyond pamphlets, Raymond’s catalogue is 
useful because it reminds us of the material properties of texts that contributed to this new 
form of sharing knowledge.  
I also examine texts that were available for a diverse readership and included both 
technical and accessible information in a single genre. These texts include almanacs, which 
were yearly publications tracking the movement of the planets but also the medical regimen 
one is to follow and, importantly for my argument, they also note potential preternatural 
influences upon the self. Over and beyond literacy, this dissertation finds the assumed 
knowledge of lay participants—their unique perspective—more interesting and fruitful for 
analysis than the stated goals of the author, printer, or publisher. In uncovering how early 
modern society as a whole posited lay forms of knowledge, I argue that the cheap print of the 
period reflects contemporary attitudes regarding the agency and interpretative skills of those 
who might not necessarily have read the texts describing their own daily habits, modes of 
inquiry, or belief in preternatural causality. Turning now to almanacs in particular, we can 
                                                        
38 Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering, 24.  
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chart how such a perspective on knowledge construction was created and shared, both in 
print and onstage. 
 
IV. Renaissance Almanacs 
 
During the height of revolutionary fervor in Jack Cade’s rebellion, the rebels capture 
a poor clerk. In William Shakespeare’s King Henry VI, Part Two, the damning evidence 
against the clerk is a chapbook with rubrication, or certain letters and symbols printed in 
scarlet ink: “H’as a book in his pocket with red letters in’t” (4.2.83).39 This text might have 
been a legal or religious tract, but another important genre in the period often featuring 
rubrication was the almanac. The clerk in Shakespeare’s play, in other words, suffers because 
he perhaps owns a text that outlines the movements of the stars and planets while also 
providing prognostications on forthcoming weather patterns. And yet many, including those 
in Cade’s cohort, would have valued such “red letter” texts, whose readership extended 
beyond individuals with university training or formal education. This curious genre trailed 
only Bibles in the print market of early modern England: small, cheap, and sometimes 
arcane, almanacs nonetheless served many crucial functions in the lives of individuals 
throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. If we rely provisionally on the English 
Short Title Catalogue, there are roughly six-hundred-sixty-five of them in English still 
extant, dating from the years 1500 to 1700.40 Discarded each year as ephemera, and used in 
                                                        
39 Shakespeare, King Henry VI, Part II, edited by Ronald Knowles. Arden Third Series. New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2004.   
 
40 Bernard Capp includes a bibliography of early modern almanacs and authors in Astrology and the Popular 
Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800. Other resources include Eustace F. Bosanquet, English Printed Almanacks 
and Prognostications: A Bibliographical History to the Year 1600. Issue 17 of Bibliographical Society London 
Illustrated Monographs: London: 1917 and English Printed Almanacks and Prognostications: A 
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the binding of other books, igniting the hearth, or in the privy, this number represents only a 
small fraction of the almanacs printed during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
According to Cyprian Blagden, between 350,000 to 400,000 copies were printed each year 
by the end of the seventeenth century.41 With these numbers, one in three families might 
have purchased an almanac annually. Beginning in 1550, when the first printed English 
almanacs began to appear in significant numbers, the total of almanacs printed grew 
exponentially. Hanging as broadsides in the shops of barber-surgeons or as bound octavos 
carried in one’s pocket, almanacs were mentioned in contemporary stage plays, mocked in 
burlesque forms of the genre, and even participated vociferously in Royalist and 
Parliamentarian debates later in the seventeenth century.  
 For such an ubiquitous publication, scholars have only recently begun to study 
almanacs in detail, with a few exceptions by historians of science and book historians earlier 
in the twentieth century.42 Nonetheless, perhaps surprisingly to modern readers, this genre 
was one of the most popular and influential set of texts in the period, and almanacs merit 
close scrutiny for their participation in a wide range of early modern discourses. Appearing 
in the last two months of the year, readers awaited their publication with anticipation, 
                                                        
Bibliographical History of the Year 1600. Bibliographical Society at the Chiswick Press: London: 1928. The 
number above represents my own bibliographical count from the English Short Title Catalogue of not only titles 
but available copies, with the important proviso that not all almanacs are listed in the catalogue, including those 
in private collections.  
 
41 Cyprian Blagden, “The Distribution of Almanacks in the Second Half of the Seventeenth Century,” Studies in 
Bibliography 11 (1958): 107-116.  
 
42 Besides Capp, Keith Thomas devotes a short section to almanacs in Religion and the Decline of Magic. New 
York: Penguin, rpr. 1991: pp. 347-356. More recently, Louise Hill Curth’s work discusses the medical content 
of almanacs in particular. See English Almanacs, Astrology, and Popular Medicine: 1550-1700. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2013. Adam Symth discusses the annotations found in almanacs from the period 
in “Almanacs and Annotators,” in Autobiography in Early Modern England. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010: 15-56.     
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sometimes following a particularly popular author. In The Witch of Edmonton, for example, 
when Cuddy Banks jests that he now reads of his unfortunate fall into a body of water in 
Pond’s almanac, audiences would have recognized the name of Edward Pond. As Cuddy 
exclaims, “This was an ill night to go a-wooing in; I find it now in Pond’s almanac” (3.1.96-
97).43 As we shall see, the business of flooding the market with almanacs was rich fodder for 
satire for early modern authors, but their frame of acknowledging magical and natural causes 
was widespread in the period. The demonic familiar Dog, for example, occasions Cuddy’s 
humorous dowsing, and as I argue elsewhere, Cuddy learns throughout the play, from 
almanacs, how to understand a world in which demons, witches, fairies, and other 
preternatural agents can directly intervene in a social or natural landscape. 
 In their most basic guise, early modern almanacs were annual publications available 
for a relatively cheap sum, and those like Cuddy could have afforded to purchase such an 
important handbook for the forthcoming year. John Securis claimed that his almanac was a 
New Year’s gift for his readers because the price was only “twoo poore pence, or three pence 
at the most.”44 What makes almanacs from the early modern period so fascinating is the 
manifold astral and non-astral amount of information that comingle in a single text. Starting 
in the mid-sixteenth century, almanacs began to include prognostications, often with a 
separate title page, following the calendar of lunar cycles and significant holidays. These 
prognostications were much more diverse in their topics and the particular political or 
religious outlooks they offered to readers. Authors might, like Sarah Jinner, argue for 
                                                        
43 Thomas Dekker, John Ford, and William Rowley, The Witch of Edmonton, edited by Arthur F. Kinney. New 
York: New Mermaids, 1998. See also my article on this play and almanacs: “Early Modern Almanacs and The 
Witch of Edmonton,” Early Modern Literary Studies 18.1&2 (2015): n.p.  
 
44 John Securis, A Prognostication for the Yeare of Our Lorde God M.D.LXXVI Made and Written in Salisburie 
by Iohn Securis. London: 1576: B2r.   
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women’s participation in medical and astrological readings, while also advertising other 
cheap medical texts for her readers: “It is better that they [women] should exercise their 
parts, in that which appertaineth to a vertuous life.”45 Often almanac authors debate questions 
of theological partisanship in their prognostications, as in William Winstanley’s explicit 
claim about his goals in publishing The Protestant Almanac: “It is one design of this 
Almanack, to observe to my countreymen what are the most knocking Arguments with which 
the Romanists use to confute Hereticks; they make a flourish with Father, Doctors, Councils; 
but […], when all is done, Club-law is their best weapon.”46 Both advocates and detractors to 
Anabaptists, Quakers, Episcopalians, and the Fifth Monarchists also appeared on the market. 
Ranging from cautious, ambiguous foresight of the year’s troubles to denunciatory rhetoric 
of apocalypticism, almanacs were textual pulpits from which authors advanced political and 
religious agendas based on the movements of the heavenly bodies.   
The specific etymology of “almanac” is uncertain, but the term reached English from 
Middle French and Latin.47 During the medieval period, influenced by astrological and 
prophetic works from antiquity and by Arabic commentators, almanacs circulated in the 
court and among medical practitioners.48 One of Gutenberg’s earliest printings was an 
                                                        
45 Sarah Jinner, An Almanack and Prognostication for the Year of Our Lord 1659 Being the Third after 
Bissextile or Leap Year : Calculated for the Meridian of London, and May Indifferently Serve for England, 
Scotland, and Ireland / by Sarah Jinner. London: 1659: B1v.  
 
46 William Winstanley, The Protestant Almanack for the Year from the Incarnation of Jesus Christ 1668, Our 
Deliverance from Popery by Queen Eliz., 109 Being the Bissextile or Leap-Year : Wherein the Bloody Aspects 
... of the Papacy against the Lord Christ ... Are Described ... / by Philoprotest, a Well-Willer to the 
Mathematicks. London: 1668: A2v.  
 
47 "Almanac, n.". OED Online. June 2017. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/5564?rskey=bKcbJQ&result=1 (accessed November 21, 2017). 
 
48 On medieval almanacs, in particular the folded almanac, see Hilary M. Carey, “Astrological Medicine and the 
Medieval English Folded Almanac,” Social History of Medicine 17.3 (2004): 345-363.  
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almanac in 1448. The period also witnessed the use of the “clog almanac,” a stick with 
calendrical markings that continued to be used throughout the eighteenth century.49 In 
England, almanacs with strictly calendrical data were printed separately from 
prognostications. Continental sources, however, combined the two genres into a single text in 
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Throughout the fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries almanacs in England derived primarily from these Continental authors, including 
the famous Laet family.50 Around the 1550s authors in England began composing vernacular 
almanacs: Capp lists the works of Henry Low of Salisbury (fl. 155474), William 
Cunningham (c. 1531-86), George Williams (fl. 1558-67), Lewis Vaughan (fl. 1559), 
Thomas Hill (fl. 1553-75), Alexander Mounslow (fl. 1561-81), and John Securis (fl. 1540-
82).51 Anthony Askham, brother to the famous humanist Roger Askham, produced almanacs 
from 1548-57, which included reasonable if commonplace adages for diet, such as “Eate and 
drynke temperately, to your age and complexcion.”52 Most almanac authors, who often 
advertised their own medical and mathematical expertise on their title pages, echoed 
Askham’s emphasis on diet and regimen. The medical content of almanacs was thus highly 
influential in disseminating physical and dietary knowledge among a wide class of readers 
and auditors. 
                                                        
49 The British Museum houses a clog almanac dating from the mid-seventeenth century. See 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?assetId=1134382001
&objectId=30567&partId=1 for images and details.  
 
50 Capp, 27.  
 
51 Capp, 28.  
 
52 Anthony Askham, An Almanacke and Prognostication, for the Yere of Our Lord God. M. CCCCC.L.IIII. 
Made by Anthony Askham Physition. London: 1554: A4r.  
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 In the seventeenth century, almanac authors and printers cultivated name-recognition, 
and authors used the almanac to advertise additional astral and medical services. Authors 
such as Edward Pond, Vincent Wing, and William Lilly became familiar short-hands for a 
type of knowledge that enfolded both natural and preternatural causes in their explications. 
Some authors’ names adorned the cover of almanacs long after they were alive: attribution to 
John Woodhouse, whose works first appeared in 1610, continued up to 1710, although 
Woodhouse himself had died in 1655. A popular Cavalier ballad published in 1643 assumed 
readers would have knowledge of authors such as Thomas Swallow, Jonathan Dove, and 
William Dade, and borrows readily from the available puns on the names of Pond and 
Peregrine Rivers: “My sight goes beyond / The depth of a pond / Or rivers in the greatest 
rain.”53 The terms for authors of almanacs varied widely. The most common term for a 
student of the celestial movements was “mathematician,” though other epithets included 
“astrologer,” “doctor,” “student of physics,” and in one particularly interesting cognomen, 
“welkin-wizard.”54 This semantic range highlights an important aspect of these texts—their 
knowledge, the “cunning” of the authors and their science, belies any single trajectory of 
knowledge formation, and the problems of identifying, separating specious from useful 
understanding is necessarily bound with understanding the multiple agents at work in the 
cosmos.  
 Comets, eclipses, and malignant conjunctions of planets, for almanac authors and 
their readers, signified a proliferation of dire occurrences on earth, including plagues and the 
                                                        
53 Martin Parker, “The King Enjoyes His Own Again,” London: 1660-1665[?].  
 
54 "Welkin, n.". OED Online. June 2017. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/226977?redirectedFrom=welkin (accessed November 21, 2017). 
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malefic uprisings of evil agents. Typical of the simple rhyming couplets in almanacs, 
Stephins warns his readers:  
 In sundrie sort God doth vs cal, 
 To penitence contrite:  
 Namely vvith sickenesses not smale, 
 VVherevvith he meanes to smite, 
 VVhat sickenesses and griefes this yeare, 
 VVill light on Adams lyne: 
 In folovving chapter shall appeare, 
 As art doe them define.55 
Stephins emphasizes the “art” of astrology in laying forth the various plagues to visit 
England in the forthcoming seasons. In his paean to God’s workmanship, Robert Recorde 
turns to a similar promise: deep reading in astronomical lore can uncover some (though not 
all) of nature’s secrets:  
 Thy starres in suche ordre, thy circles so fine: thy platte forme is painted with manye 
 a signe. Oh meruailous maker, oh God of good gouernaunce: thy woorkes are all 
 wonderous, thy cunning vnknowen: yet seedes of all knowledge in that booke are 
 sowen. The signes of the tymes who can them comprise? the tokens of troubles what 
 man could deuise? And yet in that boke who rightly can reade, to all secrete 
 knowledge it will him straighte leade.56 
                                                        
55 Thomas Stephins, A NEVVE Almanacke and Prognostication for the Yeare of our Lorde God, M.D.LXIX. 
London: 1569: B5v.  
 
56 Robert Recorde, The Castle of Knowledge. London: 1556: A4v.  
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Recorde offers tempting fruit, promising to fulfil a gap in human knowledge through the 
training in astrology. Other authors were more explicit regarding the magical signification of 
planetary movements. In his lengthy handbook for budding astrologers, William Lilly 
outlined the many questions that astrology could resolve, including bewitchment. Darkly 
hinting at how the heavens shed light on preternatural figures, Lilly gestures towards “those 
Artists that know the Cabalisticall Key of Astrologie,” who can read for their clients and 
readers “that if one Planet be Lord of the ascendant and twelft [sic] house, that then the 
Sicknesse is more then naturall.”57 Clearly, astrological prediction and reading a magical 
landscape were complimentary practices. And although Lilly is evoking a highly learned 
esoteric tradition, it is delivered in the pages of a vernacular, open text for those who seek 
textual authority for a premise already widespread—that there are more things in heaven and 
earth than can be captured in a single philosophy. This perspective was so rehearsed that the 
almanac author J.D. felt that he could bypass listing the various evil results of the moon’s 
eclipse in 1591: “My meanyng is not to vse long and tedious discoursing in a matter not very 
necessary, and familiar to euery one, consideryng the yeerely passions which happen to these 
great lyghtes: and therefore with prayer to God, to auert the euyll threatned thereby, I cease 
for this poynt.”58 Left to draw their own conclusions, early modern readers might have 
recalled additional, more explicit warnings in the many available almanacs or stage plays. 
Their knowledge and understanding of the natural and preternatural are invited, for example, 
in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, in which their own reading of Caska’s claim that “[w]hen 
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58 J.D., A Triple Almanacke for the Yeere of Our Lorde God 1591. London: 1591: A4r.  
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these prodigies / Do so conjointly meet, let not men say, / ‘These are their reasons, they are 
natural’” (1.3.28-30).59  
 Drama in the period variously confirmed or mocked these astral warnings. With both 
the more arcane and popular understandings of astrology productively comingling in 
almanacs, the many satires of the genre make sense. As Thomas notes, “the very frequency 
with which Elizabethan and Jacobean wits found it necessary to denounce the almanacs and 
prognostications is in itself testimony to the influence which they exerted.”60 Ben Jonson and 
John Webster were both particularly critical of their audiences’ reliance on astral readings to 
structure their affairs. In Webster’s The White Devil, Brachiano hires a conjurer who, perhaps 
disingenuously, disclaims against the cheap tricks of other fortune-tellers, including 
“almanac-makers”:  
You have won me by your bounty to a deed  
I do not often practise; some there are, 
Which by sophistic tricks, aspire that name 
Which I would gladly lose, of nigromancer; 
As some that use to juggle upon cards, 
Seeming to conjure, when indeed they cheat; 
Others that raise up their confederate spirits, 
’Bout windmills, and endanger their own necks, 
For making of a squib; and some there are  
Will keep a curtal to show juggling tricks 
                                                        
59 Julius Caesar, edited by David Daniell. Arden Third Series. New York: Bloomsbury, 1998. 
 
60 Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic, 353.  
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And give out ’tis a spirit: besides these 
Such a whole ream of almanac-makers, figure flingers, 
Fellows indeed that only live by stealth, 
Since they do merely lie about stol’n goods, 
They’d made me think the devil were fast and loose, 
With speaking fustian Latin. Pray sit down, 
Put on this night-cap sir, ’tis charm’d, and now 
I’ll show you by my strong-commanding art 
The circumstance that breaks your Duchess’ heart. (2.2.5-23)61 
Hired by Brachiano to bring before his eyes the scene of his wife’s murder, the Conjuror first 
disclaims against the texts and cheats of his fellow practitioners and then, immediately 
following, performs his own staged tricks to bring before Brachiano’s eyes the scene of his 
wife’s death. Of course, a performance with embodied actors makes this possible, but the 
Conjuror’s defamation against his fellows encapsulates precisely the many issues regarding 
manipulation of the natural world that accompany the period’s understanding that this 
manipulation might arise from preternatural aid. As we will see in Chapters One, Three, and 
Four, there is little difference in the period between the effects of both specious and true 
forms of cunning or conjuration—both work to the same ends of overturning static 
knowledge systems, and in doing so they raise questions about causality.  
 The Conjuror’s lines move among extremes—from those who practice the black 
magic of raising corpses through necromancy, to the innocuous but nonetheless 
                                                        
61 John Webster, The White Devil, in The Duchess of Malfi and Other Plays, edited by René Weis. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996.  
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problematically cunning jugglers, “almanac-makers,” and “figure flingers.” Yet he readily 
omits the fact that he is among this cohort, and his charmed night-cap for Brachiano is just as 
theatrical—not to mention potentially laughable—as the tricks of the men who set fireworks 
atop windmills and those who conjure in “fustian Latin.” Like a swinging pendulum, the 
Conjuror’s list of magical practitioners relies on the same type of epistemic framework in the 
archives of this project—rather than landing on a single category or identity, the range of 
possibilities is the important aspect of this process to acknowledge. And through this 
semantic, ideational scope, the stage and vernacular print both propose that a careful 
consideration of this movement, one grounded in experience, is generative of more percipient 
forms of knowing. Rather than closing oneself off to the potential “truth” of magic and 
preternature, both stage and vernacular text instead advocate for momentarily swaying along, 
allowing for or accommodating multiple possibilities at once until the evidence gathered 
suggests a certain type of cunning. 
  
V. Cunning Knowledge Onstage 
 
The Conjuror’s lines in The White Devil, in mapping several different possibilities for 
demonic imprecation or simple legerdemain, points to the ways the Renaissance theater 
situated both marginal and magical knowledge as inherently elastic. He sounds similar to 
Montaigne in his skepticism that almanacs are documents that proffer straightforward verity. 
As Montaigne observers, “I see some who study and comment on their almanacs and cite 
their authority in current events. With all they say, they necessarily tell both truth and 
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falsehood.”62 Wavering between the two poles of fact and fiction, cheap print like almanacs 
were active participants in the culture’s attempt to locate the sources of reliable information 
of changes in the cosmos.  
Early modern drama was not only responding to the possibility that figures outside 
the university or court might contribute to knowledge, but the stage iteratively created such 
knowledge through the act of performance. The dyads in discourses surrounding the period’s 
learning—belief and disbelief, truth and illusion, or hypocrisy and earnestness—unravel 
when read through the lens of lay interpretation on the early modern stage. This is a world, 
after all, in which playwright Thomas Kyd could accuse his former roommate Marlowe of 
saying “that things esteemed to be donn by devine power might haue aswell been don by 
observation of men.”63 The conditional phrase “might haue aswell” does not rule out divine 
power, as the charge of Marlowe’s atheism would suggest, but rather equates the power of 
God—whether real or imagined—with the performative powers of spectacle to shape 
spectators’ belief in what is behind the seemingly miraculous. Whether Marlowe indeed said 
the lines or not is besides the point—what matters here is the sentiment behind the charge, 
taking place as it does within a culture in which the sources behind change were so 
negotiable, and, as the stage shows, open to dissimulation and manipulation. 
In a different context, Steven Mullaney considers the stage as a dynamic site, “a 
public place where audiences could experience, investigate, exacerbate, or salve the cognitive 
                                                        
62 Michel de Montaigne, “Of Prognostications,” in The Complete Works: Essays, Travel Journal, Letters, 
translated by Donald M. Frame with an Introduction by Stuart Hampshire. New York; London; Toronto: 
Everyman’s Library, rpr. 2003: 34.  
 
63 Kyd’s letters to the lord keeper are reproduced in A. D. Wraight, In Search of Christopher Marlowe. New 
York: Vanguard Press, 1965: 314-316. The quote above is on page 316.  
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and affective conditions of their own possibility.”64 I want to suggest that the characteristics 
Mullaney attributes to the stage also apply to how we approach early modern drama’s role in 
exploring the function of vernacular, marginal knowledge. Knowledge was to be negotiated, 
not simply dictated. The stage adopted this perspective with relish, peeling away the many 
layers of interpretative possibilities rather than reifying one particular epistemic perspective 
regarding what is ultimately a magical and uncanny world. Throughout this project, then, I 
challenge progressivist histories that see discursive and perfomative genres as moving 
towards a simply more “modern” understanding of causality. Instead, in the very animism of 
the stage, playwrights continued to consider these issues throughout the seventeenth century. 
Rather than isolated from contemporary advances in understanding, they were engaging with 
the question of lay contributions to knowledge in complex, embodied ways.    
Performances were dialectical; the socially diverse body of audience members 
influenced the form and shape of plays at each step in composition and performance.65 
Audiences were heterogeneous and thus the media of the stage could range imaginatively 
from high to low subject matters, personages, and conceptual epistemic frameworks. As 
Robert Weimann argues of the Renaissance theater, “[i]ts audience was made up of every 
rank and class in society [….] It was a multiple unity based on contradictions and as such 
allowed the dramatist a flexible frame of reference that was more complex and more vital to 
the experience of living and feeling within the social organism.”66 And yet, despite all the 
                                                        
64 Steven Mullaney, The Reformation of Emotions in the Age of Shakespeare. Chicago and London: The 
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65 See Jennifer A. Low and Nova Myhill, eds., Imagining the Audience in Early Modern Drama, 1558-1642. 
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.  
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work by scholars on how Shakespeare and other playwrights were catering to such a popular 
body of audiences, fewer studies focus on the larger, more democratic epistemic currents in 
the period. Instead the tendency is to pair Jonson, Middleton, or Brome with the major 
figureheads of knowledge production in the period, so that simple, often unidirectional (in 
favor of the scientific) relationships between Bacon and Shakespeare, or Neoplatonism and 
Jonson, obscure the humbler roots of many of the acts of inquiry on the early modern stage.67 
The audiences’ social body, importantly, included individuals of diverse hierarchical 
standing who might have seen their forms of interpretation and discourse reflected in, for 
example, the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet, whose knowledge of time is based on personal 
memories and a remarkable earthquake, the geological event marked in her experiences as a 
means for calculating Juliet’s age:  
 ’Tis since the earthquake now eleven years; 
 And she was wean’d—I never shall forget it,— 
 Of all the days of the year, upon that day: 
 For I had then laid wormwood to my dug, 
 Sitting in the sun under the dove-house wall; 
 My lord and you were then at Mantua:— 
 Nay, I do bear a brain—but, as I said, 
 When it did taste the wormwood on the nipple 
 Of my dug and felt it bitter, pretty fool, 
 To see it tetchy and fall out with the dug!  
                                                        
67 This is not to discount the important work in tracing more elite intellectual influences in drama, but merely to 
note that such scholarship, collectively, then overshadows the variation in sources and intertextuality that I track 
in this project. I discuss exceptions to this trend in the literature review below.  
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Shake quoth the dove-house: ’twas no need, I trow, 
To bid me trudge. (1.3.25-36)68 
Several forms of knowledge are embedded in the Nurse’s discourse; how, for example, to 
wean a child from breastfeeding by means of an innocuous but bitter herb, the cause of the 
dove-house shaking due to the memorable earthquake, and of course her assertion that she is 
a valid participant in the discussion of the passing of time: “Nay, I do bear a brain” (1.3.31). 
Similarly, others might have identified with Lickfinger’s assertion in Jonson’s The Staple of 
News, which marks out a specific space for the scientism of the cook:  
Seducèd poet, I do say to thee, 
A boiler, range, and dresser were the fountains 
Of all the knowledge in the universe, 
And they’re the kitchens, where the master cook – 
Thou dost not know the man, nor canst thou know him, 
Till thou hast served some years in that deep school 
That’s both the nurse and mother of the arts, 
And hear’st him read, interpret, and demonstrate! – 
[…] 
Then, he knows 
The influence of the stars upon his meats, 
And all their seasons, tempers, qualities, 
And, so to fit his relishes and sauces, 
                                                        
68 William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, edited by Rene Weis, Arden Shakespeare Third Series. New York: 
Bloomsbury Arden Press, 2012.  
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He has Nature in a pot ’bove all the chemists 
Or airy brethren of the Rosy Cross. 
He is an architect, an engineer, 
A soldier, a physician, a philosopher, 
A general mathematician (4.2.11-18; 29-37).69 
Lickfinger’s protest that his elevated knowledge derives from his craft, which he considers a 
science, relies on the type of experiential knowledge I chart in this dissertation. One must, 
Lickfinger claims, have “served some years in that deep school” (4.2.34), presumably 
combining both manual labor and experimentation, before one obtains his or her special 
province of knowing. Importantly, Lickfinger’s expertise extends to many categories of 
knowledge—medicine, astrology, and mathematics, among others. Both the Nurse and 
Lickfinger possess powers of interpretation and the ability to engage in assertive exchanges 
with others in the stage’s active construction of understanding. Despite the fact that both are 
also figures of satire, the Nurse and Lickfinger bring onstage their experiential knowledge 
and ask us to read the sources of their understanding.  
 
VI. Observation and Understanding 
 
Iago’s initial complaint against Cassio is his lack of experiential knowledge, his “bookish 
theoric” in which “[m]ere prattle without practice / Is all his soldiership” (1.1.23; 25-26). 
Iago’s jealousy, to some extent, is justified—he possesses the first-hand knowledge and 
                                                        




tenure of the battlefield that Cassio supposedly lacks. Experiential knowledge gained new 
prominence in the period. For many authors, developments in understanding not only 
affected the common people, but these individuals possessed forms of experiential 
knowledge that could impact the progress of learning in the period, enabling epistêmê to 
align with technê.70 A growing disaffection with what was perceived as theoretical infertility 
led scholars such as Paracelsus (Philippus von Hohenheim), Bacon, and John Aubrey to 
advocate for new sources of knowledge and alternative ways in which to integrate 
observation and experience into the project of crafting knowledge, particularly of the natural 
world.71 For Bacon, both philosophy and science “stand like statues, worshipped and 
celebrated, but not moved or advanced.”72 He praises instead the organicism of knowledge 
production in the mechanical arts, which “grow and become more perfect by the day, as if 
partaking of some breath of life.”73  
                                                        
70 Peter Dear discusses the traditional Aristotelian division between the two concepts and the increasing 
recognition that practical or mechanical knowledge could be useful: “the usual Aristotelian emphasis on 
contemplative rather than practical knowledge of nature came in for severe criticism, usually on moral grounds. 
In Greek, Aristotle’s distinction was denoted by the terms epistēmē and technē, corresponding to the Latin 
scientia and ars (‘science’ and ‘art’). The school stress on scientia appeared to some critics as a deliberate 
neglect of practical matters, being of especial culpability in the case of medicine, in which practical ends were 
most obviously at issue.” See Revolutionizing the Sciences: European Knowledge and Its Ambitions, 1500-
1700, 2nd ed. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009: 47.  
   
71 Paracelsus [Theophrastus von Hohenheim], “Seven Defensiones, the Reply to Certain Calumniations of His 
Enemies,” translated and edited by C. Lilian Temkin in Paracelsus: Four Treatises, edited by Henry E. Sigerist. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1941: 1-42 and John Aubrey, “Remaines of Gentilisme and 
Judaise,” in Three Prose Works, edited by John Buchanan-Brown. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1972. 
 
72 Francis Bacon, “Preface” to Novum Organum, translated and edited by Peter Urbach and John Gibson. 
Chicago and La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1994: 8. 
 
73 Ibid. In The Advancement of Learning Bacon elaborates on the idea of scientific collaboration between the 
practical and theoretical arts: “In the mechanical arts the first deviser comes shortest, and time addeth and 
perfecteth; but in sciences the first author goeth furthest, and time leeseth and corrupteth. So we see, artillery, 
sailing, printing, and the like, were grossly managed at the first, and by time accommodated and refined; but 
contrariwise the philosophies and sciences of Aristotle, Plato, Democritus, Hippocrates, Euclides, Archimedes 
of most vigour at the first, and by time degenerate and imbased; whereof the reason is no other, but that in the 
former many wits and industries have contributed in one; and in the later many wits and industries have been 
spent about the wit of some one, whom many times they have rather depraved than illustrated.” See The 
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Throughout the period in which early modern English drama and literature flourished, 
many of the intellectual virtuosi like Bacon increasingly recognized the value that peripheral 
or practical knowledge could offer to the project of understanding natural and preternatural 
causality. As cultural and social historians have documented, artisanal knowledge played a 
significant role in what we now, albeit problematically, term the Scientific Revolution.74 
What fewer scholars have acknowledged, however, is how the early modern English stage is 
intricately bound up within this narrative. Drama represented the midwife, the rogue, and the 
prognosticator as canny and active participants in the production of knowledge. Vocalizing 
and performing the productive generativity of the artisanal arts Bacon praises so highly, early 
modern lay interpreters on the stage enact the creation of knowledge in various disciplines, 
even those we would anachronistically label “pseudo-sciences” today. In doing so, these 
literary figures challenge unilateral or literal interpretation of the categories of change and 
influence, offering instead percipient means for understanding the seemingly inexplicable. 
Thus the citizens of London in Richard III foretell of drastic political and social change 
through a form of understanding that relies in part on a “divine instinct” (2.3.42) and in part 
on a canny understanding of the delimited circumference of human agency within a world 
conditioned by different magical agents who impact social and political bodies on earth.75  
                                                        
Advancement of Learning in The Major Works of Francis Bacon, edited by Brian Vickers. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996: 144. 
 
74 See for example, Arthur Clegg, “Craftsmen and the Origin of Science,” Science and Society 43.2 (Summer 
1979): 186-201; Pamela Smith and Benjamin Schmidt, Making Knowledge in Early Modern Europe: Practice, 
Objects, and Texts, 1400-1800. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008; Smith, The Body of the Artisan: 
Art and Experience in the Scientific Revolution. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004; Pamela O. Long, 
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75 The Citizen who speaks these lines, however, undercuts such an assertion of lay percipience at the end of his 
speech:  
 Before the days of change, still is it so.  
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As we shall see, the forms of lay knowledge I track in this dissertation extend to the 
ludic. Often delightfully specious or contingent upon belief in preternatural influence, the 
plays I discuss in this project move beyond categories of efficacy or even truth to explore the 
very function of knowledge.76 This knowledge is slippery, and at times it dissembles. It 
might also only hold truth-value for a certain portion of audiences. Nonetheless, peripheral 
interpretations, arising as they do from marginalized figures, often ring out amid other, less 
flexible forms of understanding on the stage. Sounding similar to Webster’s Conjuror, Sir 
Thomas Browne includes those professions of cunning knowledge inhabited by many lay 
practitioners:  
Fortune tellers, Juglers, Geomancers, and the like incantatory impostors, though 
commonly men of inferiour ranke, and from whom without illumination they can 
expect no more then from themselves, doe daily and professedly delude them [the 
common folk]; unto whom (what is deplorable in men and Christians) too many 
applying themselves, betwixt jest and earnest, betray the cause of truth, and 
insensibly make up, the legionarie body of errour.77  
                                                        
 By a divine instinct, men’s minds mistrust 
 Ensuing danger, as by proof we see 
 The water swell before a boisterous storm.  
 But leave it all to God. 
But this balancing—the personal, intuition on harms to come and the reliance on God’s agency in shaping the 
outcome—is precisely what is so fascinating about these lines. To “leave it all to God” calls into question, 
generatively, the preceding lines, querying in the process the value that such bodily forebodings can hold. See 
Shakespeare, Richard III, edited by James R. Siemon. Arden Third Series. New York: Bloomsbury, 2009.  
 
76 On the early modern notion of playfulness in nature, or the “joke of nature,” see Paula Findlen, “Jokes of 
Nature and Jokes of Knowledge: The Playfulness of Scientific Discourse in Early Modern Europe,” 
Renaissance Quarterly 43.2 (Summer 1990): 292-331.   
 
77 Sir Thomas Browne, Pseudodoxia Epidemica in Robin Robbins (ed.), Sir Thomas Browne's Pseudodoxia 
Epidemica, Vol. 1. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981: 20.  
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Despite the reproving perspective on the forms of magic practiced by those “men of inferiour 
ranke,” particularly interesting in Browne’s invective is the source of such practices, which 
lie “betwixt jest and earnest.” Recognizing the antic and lucrative aspects of divination, 
astrology and natural magic, Browne forecloses the possibility of considering these arts even 
partially redeemable in their ends. Nonetheless, the interstices between jest and earnest as the 
spaces of lay knowledge and practice were recognized long before Browne’s Pseudodoxia 
and were often staged in front of an audience that most likely included the clientele to fortune 
tellers, jugglers, and magi.   
Often, the specific type of vernacular understanding posited by scholars such as 
Bacon and disclaimed by Browne fell under the category of experiential knowledge.78 As 
Peter Ramus wrote in 1546,  
The philosophers, orators, poets and scholars of the whole world and of so many ages 
did not know what navigators, merchants, uneducated people learned, not by 
arguments but through experience […] we are compelled by simple examples and 
immediate experience of the senses to recognize that those very ancient prodigies of 
wisdom have at last lost their monopoly and have been outdone.79  
                                                        
78 See Smith and Schmidt’s discussion of experiential knowledge and its role in early modern knowledge 
production: “One of the most important components of reform in the early modern period was a new 
valorization of sensory-derived knowledge. The senses and personal experience came to form the bedrock of the 
so-called new philosophy and of the ‘new method of philosophizing’ in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
This prompted, in turn, an intensified concern with the reliability of the senses and the experiential knowledge 
that was founded upon them,” “Knowledge and Its Making in Early Modern Europe,” in Making Knowledge in 
Early Modern Europe, 13.  
 
79 Peter Ramus, “Scipionis Somnium” (1546) in Petri Rami Praelectiones in Ciceronis Orationes octo 
consiliares, (Basileae, 1580): 53. Qtd. in R. Hooykaas, “The Rise of Modern Science: When and Why?” The 
British Journal for the History of Science 20.4 (Oct. 1987): 460.  
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Ramus recognizes that the “immediate experience” of those without formal education is 
valuable and contributes a unique perspective to the early modern understanding of the 
environment and nature. In his Historia animalium (History of Animals, 1551-58), the Swiss 
botanist and physician Conrad Gessner (1516-1565) affirmed that two qualities of 
investigation were necessary for the production of knowledge: “Reason and experience are 
the two pillars of scientific work. Reason comes to us from God; experience depends on the 
will of man. Science is born from the collaboration of the two.”80 From this Renaissance 
naturalist whose work necessarily entailed understanding both the practical and theoretical 
aims of knowledge, Gessner emphasizes that reasoning can only take the project of 
understanding so far: direct experience with the materials of the natural world was 
necessarily part of making new discoveries in botany and medicine. This elevation of 
experience, however, was not singular to Gessner, who was a part of a growing group of 
thinkers in the period who came to understand that close interaction with the natural world 
could contribute more knowledge to natural philosophical inquiry. Authors increasingly 
spoke against armchair natural philosophy more broadly, arguing instead for turning back to 
nature in situ for direct observation and experiential knowledge.81   
                                                        
80 Qtd. in “Natural History” by Paula Findlen in The Cambridge History of Science Vol. III, Early Modern 
Science, edited by Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006: 435. 
Findlen cites this particular quote from Lucien Braun, Conrad Gessner. Geneva: Editions Slatkine, 1990: 15.  
 
81 Bacon desires to reform the ways in which experiential knowledge is collected and codified in writing and 
leads to one of his more famous axioms on how to acquire knowledge:  
Now the foundations of experience (since to experience we must come) have so far been either non-
existent or very weak. Up to now, no search or collection has been made for a mass or store of 
particulars, suitable either in number or kind or certainty, nor in any way adequate to inform the 
understanding. On the contrary, mean of learning, supine and easy-going as they are, have taken 
certain rumours of experience—as it were, tales and airy fancies of it—on which to base or confirm 
their philosophy; yet, nonetheless, they have accorded them the weight of legitimate evidence. And 
just as if some kingdom or state were to govern its debates and affairs, not on the strength of letters and 
reports sent by ambassadors or trustworthy messengers, but of the gossip of the townsfolk and the 
streets—that is exactly the system by which experience is brought into philosophy […] And just as in 
ordinary life the true personality of a person and his hidden thoughts and motives show themselves 
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The late sixteenth to throughout the seventeenth century witnessed a change in the 
conception of experience as a resource for discerning the objective factuality of phenomena. 
In its original Aristotelian guise, experiential knowledge is a form of collective data from 
which scholars and others could then derive premises upon which to base syllogistic 
arguments. Peter Dear’s Discipline and Experience: The Mathematical Way in the Scientific 
Revolution outlines the distinction between “experience” before and after the work of 
philosophers such as Descartes, Boyle, and Newton:  
[I]t is not until the seventeenth century that singular, contrived events become 
generally used as foundational elements in making natural knowledge; modern 
experimental science appears in the seventeenth century. Before then, Western natural 
philosophy used singular, historically reported experiences mostly as illustrations of 
general knowledge-claims, or as occasions to investigate some issue, but not as 
arguments to justify universal propositions about nature.82   
Thus, experience in the age of Shakespeare and other early modern playwrights was not a 
singular, regulated event that could then determine scientific validity. Experience pre-
experimentation was the raw data of observation. Successive interactions with phenomena 
enabled one confidently to ascribe the causes for collectively observed occurrences. And yet 
scholars have overlooked the ineffable—scantly legible—aspect of pre-seventeenth century 
                                                        
more clearly when he is under stress than at other times, so things in Nature that are hidden reveal 
themselves more readily under the vexations of art than when they follow their own course. There will 
therefore be grounds for optimism regarding natural philosophy when, and only when, natural history 
(which is its basis and foundation) shall have been better organized; but until that is done, hardly any. 
Bacon, Novum Organum, translated and edited by Peter Urbach and John Gibson. Chicago and La Salle, IL: 
Open Court, 1994: 107-108.  
 
82 Peter Dear, Discipline and Experience: The Mathematical Way in the Scientific Revolution. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1995: 13. 
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experience as a category of knowing: experience in the natural philosophical sense was often 
married to an attributed type of percipience of understanding. In other words, alongside 
laudations of experiential knowledge, we find authors discussing intuitive and often bodily 
means for understanding the cadences of the natural and preternatural worlds. Thomas Hill’s 
work on physiognomy, for example, describes the experience of light rays entering the eye as 
more effective upon those in particular professions, but he also pairs this description with an 
evocation of the physical movements and forms of knowing embedded in routine actions. 
Thus, the quality of light directed in one eye in optical science is uncovered “by experience 
[…] in the Gunner, which minding to shoote strayt, winketh with the one eye: and like the 
Carpenter, in the laying of his lyne right.”83 Reiterative, cyclical habits inform the corpus of 
causal knowledge in Hill’s formula. We also find sound forms of understanding in 
Shakespeare, for example, when the Soothsayer confesses that he sees Antony’s fate “in my 
motion; have it not in my tongue” (2.3.13).84 His profession and his access to preternatural 
knowledge allow the Soothsayer to intuit the future, without necessarily possessing or being 
willing to articulate the language of this knowing. Bu the Soothsayer does affirm throughout 
the play his experiential means for accessing typically hidden forms of information. In the 
period, no single event or miracle constitutes valid knowledge to understanding observable or 
                                                        
83 Thomas Hill, The Contemplation of Mankinde Contayning a Singuler Discourse After the Art of 
Phisiognomie, on All the Members and Partes of Man, as from the Heade to the Foote, in a More Ample Maner 
than hytherto Hath Beene Published of Any. In the Place next after the Chapter of the Forehead, Hath the 
Phisiognomer Added a Proper Treatise of the Signification of Sundrie Lines Seene in Most Mens Foreheads: 
which in Sundrie Disputations with a Skilfull Iew, He at the Last Obtayned. ... In the Ende Is a Little Treatise 
Added of the Signification of Moles ... Written by a Worthie Grecian Named Melampus. All which, Englished by 
Thomas Hyll. London: 1571: 61. This echoes the skill of the archer in Antiochus’s lines in Pericles: “like an 
arrow / Shot from a well-experienced archer hits / The makr his eye doth level at” (1.1.162-164). Here, as in 
Hill, iterated experience suggests skill.  
 




material phenomena. Instead, continued, depersonalized events occurring predictably 
contribute to the body of knowledge needed to move from localized event to larger 
significance in the natural philosophical sense. For the Soothsayer, and for the cunning folk 
in Chapter One or the Old Man in Chapter Five, the body and its experiences contribute to 
this enfolded operation of experience and percipience in understanding.  
Experiential knowledge, then, was both valued and encompassed a remarkable 
diversity of valences in the period. This category of experience can be further specified, 
however, when we look closely at the concept of “daily experience” in the period, a phrase 
that appears frequently in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century vernacular texts and almost 
always connotes a type of ordinary, iterative and yet immediate form of knowledge. In Henry 
Wingfield’s brief medical treatise from the mid-sixteenth century, everyone knows the many 
effects wine can have on the body, which “oftentimes dayly experience teacheth” and 
extends to knowing there is the possibility of death from over-consumption.85 In the arts of 
navigation, “it is seene and prooued by daily experience” that the movement of the sun in the 
southern hemisphere can prognosticate fair weather, and to this body of knowledge 
Waghenaer might have added the observations of the fishermen in Pericles.86 This same type 
of reiterative encounter in the art of falconry could, for George Tuberville, help one identify 
                                                        
85 Henry Wingfield, A Compendious or Short Treatise, Gathered out of the Chyefe and Principall Authors of 
Phisycke Conteynyuge Certeyne Preceptes Necessary to the Preseruacion of Healthe, and Longe Continuaunce 
of the Same: Verye Pleasaunte and Profitable to Reade. London: 1551: C3r.  
 
86 Lucas Janszoon Waghenaer, The Mariners Mirrour Wherin May Playnly Be Seen the Courses, Heights, 
Distances, Depths, Soundings, Flouds and Ebs, Risings of Lands, Rocks, Sands and Shoalds, with the Marks for 
Th'Entrings of the Harbouroughs, Havens and Ports of the Greatest Part of Europe: Their Seueral Traficks and 
Commodities: Together wth. the Rules and Instrume[n]ts of Navigation. First Made & Set Fourth in Diuers 
Exact Sea-Charts, by that Famous Nauigator Luke Wagenar of Enchuisen and Now Fitted with Necessarie 
Additions for the Use of Englishmen by Anthony Ashley. Heerin Also May Be Understood the Exploits Lately 
Atchiued by the Right Honorable the L. Admiral of Engla[n]d with Her Maties. Nauie and some Former 
Seruices Don by that Worthy Knight Sr. Fra: Drake. London: 1588: A1v. 
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“lowsie” hawks.87 In William Turner’s herbal, daily experience is bolstered by the additional 
authority of “not only Phisicianes / but old wiues.”88 The Nurse in Romeo and Juliet recalls 
the effects of the earthquake eleven years prior just as those of her social station would know 
that they arise, as “dayly experience” demonstrates in a cheap meteorological tract, from dry 
exhalations of the earth.89 This type of experience extends into the sympathetic property of 
cruentation, which is “by the admirable power of God […] for the most part revealed, either 
by the bleeding of the corpes, or the opening of the eye, or some other extraordinary signe, as 
daily experience doth teach.90 As these uses of the phrase evince, early modern authors 
writing in a range of genres had recourse to the concept of ordinary, processural experience 
as a form of textual proof. In the process their texts establish a community among authors 
and readers. Embodied and intuitive, this daily experience brings the world of the text in 
contact with readers’ and listeners’ own corpus of knowledge that includes such categories as 
physical health, meteorology, and even post-mortem bleeding. Crane argues that the erosion 
                                                        
87 George Tuberville, The Booke of Faulconrie or Hauking for the Onely Delight and Pleasure of All Noblemen 
and Gentlemen: Collected out of the Best Aucthors, asvvell Italians as Frenchmen, and some English Practises 
withall Concernyng Faulconrie, the Contentes whereof Are to Be Seene in the Next Page Folowyng. London: 
1575: 269.  
 
88 William Turner, The First and Seconde Partes of the Herbal of William Turner Doctor in Phisick, Lately 
Ouersene, Corrected and Enlarged with the Thirde Parte, Lately Gathered, and Nowe Set Oute with the Names 
of the Herbes, in Greke Latin, English, Duche, Frenche, and in the Apothecaries and Herbaries Latin, with the 
Properties, Degrees, and Naturall Places of the Same. Here vnto Is Ioyned Also a Booke of the Bath of Baeth in 
England, and of the Vertues of the Same with Diuerse Other Bathes, Moste Holsom and Effectuall, Both in 
Almanye and England, Set Furth by William Turner Doctor in Phisick. God Saue the Quene. London: 1568: 
162. 
 
89 Thomas Twyne, A Shorte and Pithie Discourse, Concerning the Engendring, Tokens, and Effects of All 
Earthquakes in Generall Particularly Applyed and Conferred with that Most Strange and Terrible Worke of the 
Lord in Shaking the Earth, Not Only within the Citie of London, but Also in Most Partes of All Englande: vvhich 
Hapned vpon VVensday in Easter Weeke Last Past, which Was the Sixt Day of April, Almost at Sixe a Clocke in 
the Euening, in the Yeare of our Lord God. London: 1580: A1v.  
 
90 Thomas Beard, The Theatre of Gods Judgements wherein Is Represented the Admirable Justice of God 
against All Notorious Sinners ... / Collected out of Sacred, Ecclesiasticall, and Pagan Histories by Two Most 
Reverend Doctors in Divinity. London: 1642: 213.  
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of Aristotelian science in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries effected the effacement of 
intuitive or ordinary experience in the project of knowledge production.91 And yet this 
project of establishing non-intuitive forms of knowing was gradual, and the means of 
knowing by “daily experience” persisted throughout early modern performance and cheap 
print.  
 
VII. Literature Review  
 
Recent work in several closely related fields informs my study of lay knowledge and 
drama in the early modern period, including literary studies, the history of science, and book 
history. The scope of a project on the relationship between dramatic performance, cheap 
print, and knowledge is necessarily large and diverse; consequently, I engage with 
scholarship from a range of critical fields and methodological perspectives in order to 
account for the social, economic, and cultural complexities surrounding the affiliations 
between drama and marginalized knowledge. The relationship between literature and science, 
for example, while not a new topic of analysis, has recently undergone its own renaissance in 
early modern studies, with the subject of marginalized contributors to early modern thought 
now gaining prominence in the field.92 Speaking of the movement in scholarship away from 
                                                        
91 See Mary Thomas Crane, who notes “English writers as different as Robert Recorde, William Fulke, Harvey, 
Marlowe, Spenser, and Shakespeare—whatever other philosophical systems they may have referenced—all 
shared a basic intuitive theory of nature grounded in naturalistic works like the Meteorology, and they struggled 
with the erosion of this theory toward the end of the sixteenth century,” Losing Touch with Nature: Literature 
and the New Science in 16th-Century England. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014: 11.  
 
92 See, for example, work in early modern literature and medicine, including Gail Kern Paster, Humoring the 
Body: Emotions and the Shakespearean Stage. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2004; The Body 
Embarrassed: Drama and the Disciplines of Shame in Early Modern England. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1993; Paster, Katherine Rowe and Mary Floyd-Wilson, eds., Reading the Early Modern Passions: Essays 
in the Cultural History of Emotion. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004; Jonathan Sawday, 
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the primacy of science with a capital “S” as an object of study, Howard Marchitello argues 
“[n]o longer (or even, no longer particularly) imagined as located in universities or colleges, 
science is instead seen as emergent within a wide array of cultural practices and cultural 
sites: in New World discourse, for example, and in the early modern London playhouses; in 
the practices of religious devotional literature, and in the lines of lyric poetry.”93 As I argue 
throughout, this understanding of science extends to a large scope of knowledge practices in 
the period, depending in large part of the cunning of the practitioners of marginalized 
knowledge onstage. With this diversity of sites and discourses in which to uncover 
knowledge-producing practices, scholars are locating more nuanced contributors, methods 
and locales in which the arts and sciences flourished.  
Our modern propensity to segment discourses into distinct genres, particularly those 
that now constitute modern disciplines, may also contribute to a critical narrative that ignores 
or misses some of the crucial elements of heteroclite texts and epistemic notions in the 
period. As Valerie Traub articulates the issue, “texts we now deem ‘literary’ comprise a 
mode of discourse that, while structured through distinct rhetorical forms, nonetheless exists 
within, partakes of, and contributes to the same epistemological domain in which scientific 
                                                        
The Body Emblazoned: Dissection and the Human Body in Renaissance Culture. New York: Routledge, 1995; 
and Michael C. Schoenfeldt, Bodies and Selves in Early Modern England: Physiology and Inwardness in 
Spenser, Shakespeare, Herbert, and Milton. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999.    
 
93 Howard Marchitello, “Science Studies and English Renaissance Literature,” Literature Compass 3.3 (2006): 
344. Marchitello goes on to specify the particular critical task of scholars investigating literature and science in 
Renaissance studies: “Readers and critics today are more likely to understand science—and its many and varied 
literatures—as profoundly local in nature and in circumstance, and therefore as contingent. In a word, they are 
emergent across the full spectrum of early modern culture and its practices. And the burden of responsibility for 
readers and critics today is no longer one of division, of relating literary texts to a contemporaneous scientific 
background (or the inverse: relating scientific ‘events’ to a literary background), but rather an integrative one: to 
conceive of what I would like to call science-culture, a unity that predates the subsequent (though 
problematical) division of the kingdom.”  
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values, procedures, and logics were being developed.”94 Carla Mazzio points out, however, 
that scholars are beginning to uncover “the distinctly narrative, literary, and hypothetical 
dimensions of experimental science and, conversely, the scientific dimensions of the literary 
or fictional experiment.”95 I follow these scholars’ insights but move beyond them in locating 
what is not distinctly scientific but rather experiential and experimental in the drama and 
knowledge production of the period.  
 As my archive and methodological approach evince, I aim to avoid totalizing 
narratives of fact and fiction, or inadvertently to claim the primacy of one discourse over 
another. In short, I follow Elizabeth Spiller’s perspective:  
[E]arly modern science is practiced as an art and, at the same time, […] imaginative 
literature provides a form for producing knowledge. Within this framework, literary 
texts become more than just topical commentaries on new scientific discoveries or 
intellectually (but not truly scientifically) interesting examples of the cultural work 
that literature might produce in the face of changing scientific knowledge. […] 
Rather, literary texts gain substance and intelligibility by being considered as 
instances of early modern knowledge production.96 
Spiller’s work focuses on the shared practices and discourses surrounding the process of 
“making” knowledge in the period, producing through dynamic invention the collective act 
of learning, and the concepts of production, fashioning, and reshaping are helpful for 
                                                        
94 Valerie Traub, “The Nature of Norms in Early Modern England: Anatomy, Cartography, King Lear,” South 
Central Review 26.1 (2009): 44.  
 
95 Carla Mazzio, “Shakespeare and Science,” South Central Review (2009) 2/1&2: 4.  
 
96 Elizabeth Spiller, Science, Reading, and Renaissance Literature: The Art of Making Knowledge, 1580-1670. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004: 2.  
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considering those other participants in the layered networks of knowledge making in the 
period. Even those forms of knowledge we no longer consider “true” are in the period viable 
and productive arenas for the interaction between lay and professional understanding.97 Thus, 
although most scholars examining early modern literature and science studies have focused 
on those fields that have remained institutional disciplines, many other sciences—including 
the arts of divination or the deceptions of false conjurors—merit study for what they can tell 
us about the interchange between vernacular print, drama, and knowledge in the period.  
According to Mary Thomas Crane, “[l]iterary scholars who have attended to the 
relationship between science and literature in this period have also been aware of the dangers 
of ‘scientism’ but have nevertheless tended ever so slightly toward wanting literature to be on 
the side of the new, rather than the outmoded, and to see humanistic disciplines as 
contributing to the scientific revolution.”98 And the result of such critical blind-spots is that 
our understanding of knowledge itself in the period tends towards the new, the forward-
looking. But at the same time, older traditions and vernacular forms of experiential 
knowledge coexisted. They were refashioned, challenged, and remade on the stage, and that 
is what is new in the period about this knowledge—it was not an inevitable move towards a 
modern critical consciousness, whatever that might mean, but rather I show how in relying 
on “sciences” and forms of knowledge that flitted across different epistemic registers, the 
early modern stage provided a forum for making its own type of cunning knowledge.  
                                                        
97The term pseudoscience was not used in the early modern period, and although there were lively debates on 
the utility and possibilities inherent in all forms of occult and arcane forms of knowing, there was no singular 
denigrating term to dismiss these arts out of hand. According to the OED, the term did not appear until the late 
eighteenth-century. See “pseudoscience, n.” OED Online. June 2015. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/153794?redirectedFrom=pseudoscience. Accessed August 26, 2015. 
 
98 Crane, Losing Touch with Nature, 2-3.  
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As a corrective to this perspective, we might consider the sources of knowledge in 
Johannes Kepler’s work of science fiction, the Somnium (p. 1634). Although from the 
perspective of one of the most famous figureheads of the Scientific Revolution, Kepler’s 
work reveals the interconnectedness between traditional, folkloric forms of knowing and the 
highly theoretical and mathematically complex science of astronomy.99 In this short text, 
Kepler describes a fictional mother and son pair from Iceland, Fiolxhilde and Duracotus. The 
boy first becomes an assistant to Tycho Brahe and then travels back to his homeland to visit 
his mother, who is both a healer and herbalist. In an early note describing the life of 
Duracotus and Fiolxhilde, Kepler delivers what seems to be a damning critique of 
Fiolxhilde’s (and of course his own mother Katharina’s) forms of medicinal, experiential, 
and empirical knowledge.100 The narrator had promised to remain silent regarding these 
arcane means of knowing because, as the footnote says, “it is more natural for a son to 
disclose his mother’s secrets after she has gone than while she is still alive.”101 But propriety 
aside, Kepler also claims “I wished, too, to hint that Science is born of untaught experience 
(or, to use medical terms, the offspring Science has as its mother empirical practice) and that 
so long as the mother, Ignorance, lives, it is not safe for Science, the offspring, to divulge the 
hidden causes of things; rather, age must be respected, a ripening of years must be awaited, 
                                                        
99 The work itself was not published in Kepler’s lifetime. Rather, he shared this dissertational work, written in 
1609, among friends and colleagues. Kepler intended to publish the Somnium, but was prevented by an 
untimely illness that lead quickly to his death. His son published the work four years later. See Johannes Kepler, 
Kepler’s Dream (Somnium, Sive Astronomia Lunaris), edited by John Lear, translated by Patricia Frueh 
Kirkwood. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1965.  
 
100 Katharina Kepler (1546-1622) was accused of being a witch in 1615. Her son Johannes defended her himself 
and she lived with him from 1616-1620, when she was arrested. On Kepler’s relationship with his mother, see 
Ulinka Rublack, The Astronomer and the Witch: Johannes Kepler’s Fight for His Mother. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015.  
 
101 Kepler, Somnium, 89, n. 3.  
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worn out by which, as if by old age, Ignorance will finally die.”102 Putting aside the 
somewhat morbid desire for his overbearing mother to die so as to leave him and his studies 
in peace, Kepler is suggesting here that despite the inconvenience of ignorance grounded in 
empirical practice, it is nonetheless this particular immediate experience that then allows for 
one to move to more theoretical or, in Kepler’s case, mathematical, understanding. 
Knowledge is not, in Kepler’s view, distinct from the traditions of healing and empirical 
observation his mother represents. Rather, knowledge more generally must stem from these 
arts, suggesting its connection with, rather than distance from, the lay knowledge of 
Fiolxhilde.  
And yet in the recounting of this dream, Fiolxhilde and her special types of empirical 
and cunning knowledge do not fade away, but rather are confirmed by Duracotus’s 
theoretical and astronomical learning: “She delighted in the knowledge I had acquired about 
the sky. She compared my reports of it with discoveries she herself had made about it. She 
said she was ready to die since her knowledge, her only possession, would [now] be left to 
her son and heir.” 103 Like Kepler, many other authors in the period considered experiential 
and magical knowledge necessary precursors to larger foundations in theoretical or 
experimental understanding. Despite its negative connotations as both feminine and 
unlearned, Fiolxhilde’s forms of knowing are commensurate with, and generative of, the 
astronomical perspectives of the moon that Duracotus obtains, through, interestingly, the help 
of the demon Levania. Empirical experience and preternatural aid collude, in Kepler’s 
                                                        
102 Ibid.  
 
103 Ibid., 96.  
 
 51 
fantastical narrative, to enable the subsequently theoretical discussion of his vision of the 
movement of stars and planets as seen from the Moon.   
The question for early modern historians and literary scholars alike is how to 
reconcile or even approach such perspectives as those of Kepler’s in the Somnium. In other 
words, how do we understand an early modern worldview in which both fictional and 
nonfictional archives reveal animistic, magical, and yet highly complex and intuitive 
frameworks for understanding the cosmos? In part, the question relies on grasping the 
period’s intricate understanding of nature and preternature, while also considering the natural 
philosophy and deductive methodologies of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Careful 
attention to locating the historical contexts in which certain terms appear can reveal some of 
the surprising connections among language and practices, while ignoring the specificity of 
etymologies can possibly occlude research by disguising how authors in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries employed language.104 For example, thus far I have used the term 
“science” to denote generally the types of experimental and observational practices that were 
later codified into a more structured methodological approach to understanding change in the 
external environment. Before the institutionalization of scientific practice, however, the term 
was much more fluid and inclusive. As Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston note in their 
introduction to The Cambridge History of Science, Vol. III, “[t]his modern category had no 
single, coherent counterpart in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.”105 Instead, “science” 
                                                        
104 On early modern science and rhetoric, particularly science’s indebtedness to literary forms, see Claire 
Preston, The Poetics of Scientific Investigation in Seventeenth-Century England. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2015.  
 
105 Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston, “Introduction: The Age of the New” in The Cambridge History of 
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encompassed varying modes of inquiry and explication of natural, preternatural, and 
supernatural causes. In other words, science in the early modern period was pre-disciplinary. 
One might be an astrologer, a theologian, or a physician and simultaneously engage in 
scientific practices without acquiring the label of scientist. The Latin scientia simply meant 
“knowledge” and throughout the Middle Ages this term could apply to proficiency or 
specialty in a wide range of disciplines.106 As I explore throughout this project, science in the 
period meant a multiplicity of modes for examination—and this pre-disciplinary practice of 
inquiry was not limited to the learned, but rather utilized by those who may or may not have 
undergone formalized education or apprenticeship in the practices of a specific discipline. In 
this case, there might be a “science” to palmistry or astrology, or in Thomas Elyot’s words, it 
may simply be “a knowlage conueniente, stable, and neuer declining from reason.”107 And in 
Chapter Four, I suggest that even rogues in the period could possess a type of cunning 
science. Although I am primarily interested in marginalized knowledge from lay interpreters, 
science remains a useful term for considering a particular approach to understanding 
causality in the period.  
                                                        
106 The OED’s many definitions of the term in the period are illustrative of the inherent problems in labeling a 
practice or text as “scientific”: 1a. “The state or fact of knowing; knowledge or cognizance of something; 
knowledge as a personal attribute”; 1b. “Theoretical or intellectual understanding, as distinct from moral 
conviction. Paired or contrasted with conscience”; 2. “Knowledge or understanding acquired by study; 
acquaintance with or mastery of any branch of learning. Also in pl.: (a person's) various kinds of knowledge. 
Obs.”; 3a. “A particular area of knowledge or study; a recognized branch of learning; spec. (in the Middle 
Ages) each of the seven subjects forming the trivium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric) and quadrivium (arithmetic, 
geometry, music, and astronomy)”; 5a. “The kind of organized knowledge or intellectual activity of which the 
various branches of learning are examples. In early use, with reference to sense 3a: what is taught in universities 
or may be learned by study. In later use: scientific disciplines considered collectively, as distinguished from 
other departments of learning; scientific doctrine or investigation; the collective understanding of scientists.” 
“Science, n.” OED Online. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/172672?redirectedFrom=science#eid. Accessed 
May 5, 2014.  
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In institutions and among the scholarly elite, the practice of science fell under the 
category of natural philosophy: “Natural philosophy encompassed a, to the modern mind and 
using modern categories, bewildering array of fields—from metrology to metaphysics, 
pharmacology to philology, topography to theology. What links them all is the interaction 
with the natural world.”108 At its core, early modern natural philosophy sought to understand 
the underlying causes of change in the weather, the environment, or human beings. As the 
popular scientific and experimental tract The Mysteries of Art and Nature argues, “I Haue 
euer found (in conference with diuers desirous of instruction in any Art of Science 
whatsoeuer) that the summe and chiefest end of all hath been, to know the reasons and causes 
of those things they were desirous to be informed in.”109 This elevation of causal knowledge 
appears frequently in both the works of the period’s intelligentsia and in the more popular 
tracts in the period.110  
Of course another space in which the causes of change, influence and individual 
dispositions are debated is on the early modern stage. Thus, in King Lear Edmund delivers a 
devastating critique of contemporary astrological and preternatural belief:  
My father compounded with my mother under the 
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110 Both of which are highly indebted to Aristotelian teleological causes as outlined in his Physics and 
Metaphysics. See in particular Metaphysics Book V.2 in Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle. The 




dragon's tail; and my nativity was under Ursa 
major; so that it follows, I am rough and 
lecherous. Tut, I should have been that I am, 
had the maidenliest star in the firmament 
twinkled on my bastardizing.111 
Despite Edmund’s protestation that he would possess a licentious disposition regardless of 
what his nativity proclaimed, others in King Lear consistently validate the type of astral 
reading Edmund repudiates. Thus Gloucester, disconcerted at Lear’s actions and what he 
believes to be his own son Edgar’s treachery, expresses bewilderment at the inability of 
natural philosophy to explain satisfactorily how eclipses and portents presage disaster on 
earth: “Though the wisdom of nature can reason it thus and thus, yet nature finds / itself 
scourged by the sequent effects” (1.2.110-111). Edmund’s refutation and Gloucester’s 
bewilderment both, despite their different conclusions, express the desire to know, at its 
deepest root, why nature behaves the way she does. If Edmund “should have been that I am” 
regardless of cosmological movements, then why do the heavens signify at all? The project 
of natural philosophy, for Edmund, is infertile because it relies on precisely the supposition 
of preternatural agents and influences in which Gloucester believes. And yet Gloucester also 
desires more from the period’s corpus of causal knowledge, hoping for an explication that 
extends from comets and omens to the foundation of changeability in the universe itself.  
 Changes in the methods for uncovering and understanding causality in natural 
phenomena are in large part why the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are heralded as the 
                                                        
111 Shakespeare, King Lear, edited by R.A. Foakes, Arden Shakespeare Third Series. New York: Bloomsbury 
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Scientific Revolution.112 Certainly, the early modern period was a time of intellectual interest 
in studying the ways in which to understand, and consequently put to use, the phenomena of 
the natural world. As we shall see, operative magic also played an important role in this 
invigorated interest in manipulating the natural world in order to not only produce knowledge 
but to uncover useful applications of nature for humankind. The notion of a “new science” 
was furthered in large part through the works of Bacon (1561-1626), whose Advancement of 
Learning and later his The Great Instauration (1620) both cite an over-reliance on textual 
authority and a natural credulity in thwarting the progress of knowledge. The Great 
Instauration is the fullest explication of Bacon’s proposed reshaping of early modern 
scientific methods. The work was left unfinished because Bacon was only able to complete 
parts of his planned outline, including Part II, his Novum Organum (New Method or 
Instrument), which is a series of aphorisms that explicate his famous four “Idols” of 
learning—“The Idols of the Tribe,” “The Idols of the Cave,” “The Idols of the Marketplace,” 
and “The Idols of the Theater.” Throughout Bacon’s work, as complex and multifaceted as it 
is, there is nonetheless a tenacious interest in the contributions of all forms of experiential 
practices to a new method for understanding. Thus, jugglers are given a place in Bacon’s 
Novum for the generative knowledge their art might furnish: “Moreover among Instances of 
the Ingenuity and Hand of Man, we must not look down on juggling and conjuring tricks, for 
                                                        
112 As Lynn S. Joy summarizes in a discussion of the changing concepts of causality throughout the early 
modern period, “Rather than trying to elucidate each substance’s form [as in Aristotelian causal inquiries], early 
modern innovators in the specific sciences, as well as natural philosophy, sought to determine the fundamental 
constituent parts—whether elements or atoms—of each kind of material body and also to identify the lawlike 
regularities exhibited in the organization and motions of these fundamental elements or atoms. Such a 
redirection of the purpose of scientific research also produced new definitions of the metaphysical requirements 
that must be satisfied for something to count as a cause” (71). See “Scientific Explanations from Formal Causes 
to Laws of Nature,” in The Cambridge History of Science Vol. III, Early Modern Science, edited by Lorraine 
Daston and Katharine Park. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006: 70-105.   
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some of them, although made for light-hearted and humorous purposes, can nonetheless give 
us valuable information.”113 Bacon’s corpus is primarily focused on locating the possible 
sources of “valuable information,” and he, like many other early modern authors, sought such 
knowledge from varied and seemingly unlikely practices. In other words, Bacon, like as we 
will see in Sir Thomas Browne’s language, finds something compelling about what an 
epistemic movement among different forms of understanding and belief could mean for a 
new corpus of natural knowledge.  
Bacon sees merit in certain forms of credulity leading to the development of more 
solid, systematized forms of knowledge, not unlike Kepler in the Somnium. As Bacon argues,  
for the facilitie of credite which is yeelded to Arts & opinions, it is likewise of two 
kinds, either when too much beleefe is attributed to the Arts themselues, or to certaine 
Authors in any Art. The Sciences themselues which haue had better intelligence and 
confederacie with the imagination of man, than with his reason, are three in number; 
Astrologie, Naturall Magicke, and Alcumy: of which Sciences neuerthelesse the ends 
or pretences are noble.114 
As Bacon recognizes, certain scientific fields were particularly prone to captivating the 
                                                        
113 Francis Bacon, Novum Organum, translated and edited by Peter Urbach and John Gibson. Chicago and La 
Salle, IL: Open Court, 1994: 201. In his New Atlantis, Bacon describes one of the laboratories in Salomon’s 
House, which studies juggling and other arts of deception, but not in order to delude others, but only as a means 
for uncovering causality: “VVe have also Houses of Deceits of the Senses; where we represent all manner of 
Feats of Jugling, False Apparitions, Impostures, and Illusions; And their Fallacies. And surely you will easily 
beleeve that we that have so many Things truly Natural, which induce Admiration, could in a World of 
Particulars deceive the Senses, if we would disguise those Things, and labour to make them more Mi|raculous. 
But we do hate all Impostures, and Lies: Insomuch as we have severely forbidden it to all our Fellows, under 
pain of Ignominy and Fines, that they do not shew any Natural VVork or Thing, Adorned or Swelling; but only 
Pure as it is, and without all Affectation of Strangenesse.” See Francis Bacon, New Atlantis a Work Unfinished / 
Written by the Right Honourable Francis, Lord Verulam, Viscount St. Alban. London: 1658: 32.  
 
114 Bacon, The Advancement of Learning: THE FIRST BOOKE of FRANCIS BACON; of the proficience and 
aduancement of Learning diuine, and humane, in Michael Kiernan (ed.), The Oxford Francis Bacon, Vol. 4: 
The Advancement of Learning. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000: 27.  
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imagination rather than reason. Interestingly, these are also precisely those sciences that are 
often explored on the early modern stage for their quality of catering to the aesthetic 
pleasures of representation. We might consider, for example, the fact that for Surly in 
Jonson’s The Alchemist, “alchemy is a pretty kind of game, / Somewhat like tricks o’the 
cards, to cheat a man / With charming” (2.3.178-182).115 In reflecting upon how particular 
knowledges are under the sway of the fancies of human inquiry, Bacon nonetheless finds 
intriguing the possibilities in practicing such forms; much like how the rogues in The 
Alchemist manipulate the noble “ends or pretences” of alchemy to transmute the narrative 
into a much more fantastic exploration of how lay knowledge can produce something useful 
and engaging, Bacon at the very least acknowledges (without necessarily advocating for) the 
powers of the imagination in contemporary knowledge-making practices.  
Of course, as mentioned above, not all authors explicitly praised experience and 
credulity regarding magical influences. One of the more thorough opponents to the value of 
lay scientific knowledge is Browne (1605-1682). His works Religio Medici and Pseudodoxia 
Epidemica both, in varying degrees, follow the Baconian directive in questioning the 
authority of ancient texts for knowledge. Browne seeks to discover the common errors in 
ascertaining truth, and his targets range from the “vulgar masses” to the learned thinkers of 
both antiquity and his own time period. Citing the common adherence to the faculties of 
sense above those of reason in matters of understanding, Browne critiques the lack of 
theoretical apprehension of knowledge of the crowd: “For being unable to weild [sic] the 
intellectuall armes of reasons, they are faine to betake themselves unto wasters and the 
                                                        
115 Ben Jonson, The Alchemist, edited by Peter Holland and William Sherman. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012.  
 
 58 
blunter weapons of truth; affecting the grosse and sensible wayes of doctrine, and such as 
will not consist with strict and subtile reason.”116  
One genre in which the interstices between learned and lay knowledge of nature 
arises, admittedly with tension, is in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century botanical treatises. In 
a period of expansive natural historical interest in the classification of plants and minerals, 
natural history and botany in particular were less in flux (as opposed to discoveries in 
astronomy) and represented instead a type of incremental and collective practice.117 Despite 
its origins in ancient and medieval encyclopedic works such as Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis 
Historia (Natural History, 79 A.D.), there was something distinct about the practice of 
natural history as a discipline, one that certainly navigated between the two poles for 
knowledge—reason and experience—espoused by Gessner.118 As a subgenre of natural 
history, botanical and herbalist treatises in particular evince a singular type of discourse, one 
that is wary of admitting the folkloric and artisanal traditions embedded within its practice, as 
we shall see below. As a result, authors of herbals are quick to showcase their linguistic 
erudition and praise such ancient authorities as Aristotle, Dioscorides, and Pliny in prefatory 
material.  
                                                        
116 Browne, Pseudodoxia Epidemica, 16.  
 
117 See Brian W. Ogilvie, The Science of Describing: Natural History in Renaissance Europe. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2006.  
 
118 According to Ogilvie, surveys of scientific disciplines throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries did 
not consider natural history its own field. It was not until the later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that 
figures like Francis Bacon would list natural history as its own discipline: “By 1600, Renaissance naturalists 
recognized themselves not only as producers of a particular kind of knowledge, natural history, but also as 
members of a community of naturalists and masters of its techniques. Natural history was not merely a 
collection of books that the encyclopedists could arrange tidily in their imaginary libraries: it was a cultural 
form, situated above all in a specific community, though like all cultural forms it was at least partially 
accessible to certain others.” Ogilvie, The Science of Describing, 5.  
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Despite quoting ancient and medieval authorities, however, English herbalists sought 
to imprint a particularly national stamp on the circulation of knowledge of plants and 
medicines. The importation of newly discovered plants from the New World also 
complicated and enlivened the herbalist’s aims in cataloguing a diverse taxonomic field.119 
One of the most famous herbalists of the seventeenth century was John Gerard, a barber-
surgeon and overseer of Lord Burleigh’s extensive garden in the Strand. Gerard’s work, 
however, is more a compilation and reordering of previous work than an original 
composition. His famous Herball or Generall Historie of Plantes, printed in 1597 by John 
Norton, is actually a completed translation of Dodoen’s Pemptades of 1583 into English, a 
translation begun by a Dr. Priest who died before the translation was complete. Gerard 
finished Priest’s translation while restructuring the text. Throughout this imposing tome, 
which continued to remain influential in the seventeenth century, Gerard and his 
predecessors continually navigate between the tasks of asserting the scientific and practical 
aspects of herbalism while also acknowledging, with qualifications, the lay origin of many of 
the forms of knowledge that botany proclaims. For Gerard, the “delight” in gardens arose 
initially from the arboreal uses and necessities of medicine and diet. Although now a growing 
genteel pastime, Gerard’s letter to his patron concedes the ruder beginnings in the art of 
herbal identification and cultivation, for during “the first ages of the world they [plants] were 
the ordinarie meate of men, and haue continued euer since of necessarie vse both for meates 
to maintaine life, and for medicine to recouer health.”120 The origin of plant identification 
                                                        
119 See Londa Schiebinger and Claudia Swan, eds. Colonial Botany: Science, Commerce, and Politics in the 
Early Modern World. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005.  
 
120 John Gerard, The Herball or Generall Historie of Plantes. Gathered by Iohn Gerarde of London Master in 
Chirurgerie. London: 1597: A2r. 
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and simpling, Gerard maintains, derive primarily from the pleasure of knowledge and the 
local and thus safe means for accessing such a wealth of information. Gerard places botany, 
for example, between an accessible art for those who lack formal education—importantly, 
women householders—and yet one that can possess the theoretical sophistication of the 
“higher” arts such as astronomy and cosmology. Indeed, those arts tend to occlude true 
understanding and entail dangers for the imagination, whereas botany, through its more 
immediate applications and access, is a safer and more “delightful” course for the 
intellectually curious: “Who would therefore looke dangerously vp at Planets, that might 
safely loke downe at Plants?”121 As Gerard and authors of cheaper herbal texts in the period 
argued, to “loke downe” in the acquisition of knowledge was a necessary first step in the 
foundation of the natural sciences. Those well versed in studying the immediate materials of 
the earth, like the gardeners and herbalists in Gerard’s account, have the best access to this 
type of knowledge. 
Vastly popular, and yet imposing, Gerard’s Herbal was likely not on the cheaper end 
of botanical texts. Nonetheless, the forms of lay knowledge represented in Gerard’s work 
reveal a sustained interest in and wariness of lay practitioners of herbology and medicine. 
One particular example shows Gerard’s attempted distancing from the “cloune” who actually 
discovers, through direct interaction with, the healing qualities of Clown’s Woundwort.122  
being in Kent about a Patient, it chanced that a poore man in mowing of Peason did 
cut his leg with a sithe, wherein he made a wound to the bones, and withall very large 
                                                        
121 Ibid., “To the courteous and well-willing Readers.” 
 
122 Known today as Marsh Woundwort, its scientific name is Stachys palustris. See Margaret Grieve, A Modern 
Herbal. Vol. I. New York: Dover, 1982: 97.  
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and wide, and also with great effusion of bloud; the poore man crept vnto this herbe, 
which he bruised with his hands, and tied a great quantity of it vnto the wound with a 
piece of his shirt, which presently stanched the bleeding, and ceased the paine, 
insomuch that the poore man presently went to his dayes worke againe, & so did from 
daie to daie, without retiring one day vntill he was perfectly hole, which was 
accomplished in a fewe daies by this herbe.123 
Upon visiting the mower and examining the wound, Gerard offers his own forms of 
expertise, which are summarily rejected by the peasant: “I saw the wound, and offered to 
heale the same for charitie; which he refused, saying that I could not heale it so well as 
himselfe; a clownish answer I confesse, without any thankes for my good will; whereupon I 
haue named it Clounes Woundwoort as aforesaide.”124 Vindictive to this unlearned mower, 
Gerard attempts to forever memorialize the ignorance of the scoffing peasant in naming it 
after him. Nonetheless, Gerard’s recounting of this anecdote also reveals the percipience and 
experiential knowledge of the unnamed mower. He knows, for example, to bruise the herb 
and to bind his wound with it to staunch temporarily the bleeding. Although initially unaware 
of its specific healing properties, the mower possesses the knowledge necessary to heal 
himself.125 The obligation of continuing to work for his livelihood encourages the man to 
                                                        
123 Gerard, Herball, 850-853.  
 
124 Ibid.  
 
125  Although idealized in Spenser’s pastoral verse, this moment echoes Colin’s acquisition of herbal knowledge 
in The Shepheardes Calender:  
 And tryed time yet taught me greater thinges, 
 The sodain rysing of the raging seas: 
 The soothe of byrds by beating of their wings, 
 The power of herbs, both which can hurt and ease: 
 And which be wont tenrage the restlesse sheepe,  
 And which be wont to worke eternall sleepe (December 85-90).  
Spenser, The Shepheardes Calender in Edmund Spenser: The Shorter Poems, edited by Richard A. McCabe. 
New York: Penguin, 1999.  
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keep mowing, and he refuses Gerard’s assistance perhaps out of distrust for the medical 
establishment but more likely out of his explicit experience and pride in his own cure.    
 How do we understand the Clown’s contribution to herbal knowledge in the anecdote 
from Gerard? What place does such an individual have in the larger narrative of knowledge 
construction in the period? Part of the historiographical problem for scholars today is the 
abundance of scholarship on the main figureheads of scientific development, which 
overshadow the contributions that the mower provides to the project of understanding. 
Progressivist histories cite not only the learned figures of the period but also the institutions 
and experimentalist approaches of the later seventeenth century, including the Royal Society 
and the philosophical and empirical work of figures like Robert Boyle and Rene Descartes. It 
was precisely this teleological narrative, concomitant with the gaps in scholarship on occult 
figures like Giordano Bruno, which Frances Yates challenged in the mid-century.126 Yates’s 
contribution to the history of science has since then become known as the “Yates Thesis,” 
which argues that the occultism of the medieval and early Renaissance period did not 
disappear with the rise of a “new science,” nor was it necessarily in tension with 
experimentalist programs in the later centuries. Instead, Yates asserts, “[t]he procedures with 
which the Magus attempted to operate have nothing to do with genuine science,” and then 
asks “did they stimulate the will towards genuine science and its operation?”127 For Yates, 
the answer is yes: “[t]he Renaissance magus […] exemplifies that changed attitude […] to 
the cosmos which was the necessary preliminary to the rise of science.”128 Despite criticisms 
                                                        
126 Frances Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, repr. 
1991. Org. pub. 1964: 449. 
 
127 Ibid., 449.  
 
128 Yates, “The Hermetic Tradition in Renaissance Science,” in Art, Science and History in the Renaissance, ed. 
Charles Singleton (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1967): 255. 
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of Yates’s work, it is certainly the case that early modern scholars utilized the methods and 
theories of natural magic in their explications of other empirical practices, including 
alchemy, chemistry, and astronomy.129 And what I have been gesturing towards with the role 
of experiential knowledge finds a comfortable grounding in the period in contemporary 
understandings of magic. This imbrication is celebrated rather than dismissed in texts like 
almanacs, and the stage operates on the premise that knowledge creation is furthered rather 
than impeded by acknowledging the preternatural influences in the cosmos.  
The study of early modern knowledge is thus incomplete without a parallel 
understanding of what we would today label as magical thinking.130 In short, this entailed the 
notion that one might manipulate or act upon nature itself, often achieving apotropaic and 
medicinal effects.131 Lilly, for example, describes his advancement in the sciences of 
astronomy and astrology alongside his occasional engagement with demonic magic. He 
details an incident in which his astrological services are requested together with a certain 
                                                        
 
129 See Brian Vickers, “Introduction,” in Occult and Scientific Mentalities in the Renaissance, ed. Brian 
Vickers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984: 6. 
 
130 The scholarship on Renaissance magic is extensive. Studies that have informed my own include John Cox, 
The Devil and the Sacred in English Drama, 1350-1642. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000; Mary 
Floyd-Wilson, Occult Knowledge, Science, and Gender on the Shakespearean Stage. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013; Alan Macfarlane, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England: A Regional and 
Comparative Study. Prospect Heights: Waveland, 1991; Ian McAdam, Magic and Masculinity in Early Modern 
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University of Massachusetts Press, 1991. Historical studies that discuss early modern magic, science, and 
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Idea of Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994 and Thomas, Religion and 
the Decline of Magic. 
 
131 The historiography of magic includes the efforts of sociologists and anthropologists to distinguish the 
practice of magic from both religion and science. In the early twentieth century, James Frazier held that magic 
sought to control spiritual forces while religion attempted to supplicate preternatural entities. See The Golden 
Bough. New York: Macmillan, 1927: 48-51.  
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John Scott, a cunning man versed in the use of dowsing rods, to uncover hidden treasure.132 
Commissioned to search the cloister of Westminster, the men are confronted by a wind “so 
high, so blustering and loud” that it frightens the wise man accompanying the astrologer.133 
Nonetheless, Lilly’s proficiency in mastering preternatural agents prevents disaster, “I have 
directions and command to dismiss the daemons,” and thus, shaken, the explorers return 
home.134 Lilly, for his part, “could never since be induced to join with any in such-like 
actions.”135 What is fascinating—and yet not all that unusual—about this anecdote is the fact 
that in this instance Lilly’s demonic magic works alongside Scott’s natural magic, thus 
intimating the ways in which the boundaries between the two categories could blend into or 
complement each other.136 This example also illustrates the idea that “high” and “low” forms 
of magic, represented by the respected astrologer and the cunning man, were not necessarily 
indistinct or mutually exclusive. Natural magic differed from demonic magic in its aims and 
                                                        
132 The dowsing or divining rod was widely used in the period to uncover hidden objects buried in the earth. 
Writing in 1687, Robert Midgley professes wonder at its operation: “Of all the Effects which hold us in 
suspence, that which we call the Divining-Rod is not the least, for it is very strange to see a Rod which is held 
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deep in the ground.” See A New Treatise of Natural Philosophy, Free'd from the Intricacies of the Schools 
Adorned with Many Curious Experiments both Medicinal and Chymical: as also with Several Observations 
Useful for the Health of the Body. London: 1687: 36. Midgley also comments on the special qualities of the 
individual required to wield the object, suggesting that there is a type of unique physical and spiritual 
disposition necessary for engaging in this type of natural magic: “The difficulty is about the hand which holds 
the Rod, for every hand is not qualified for this purpose” (37).  
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136 As William Eamon notes, “the boundary between ‘natural’ and demonic magic was ambiguous, and hence 
magic of any kind might tempt practitioners into making pacts with demons in order to learn the secrets of 
creation.” See Science and the Secrets of Nature: Books of Secrets in Medieval and Early Modern Culture. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994: 61.  
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the personalities involved; in short, natural magic relied on manipulating sympathetic forces 
present in the cosmos while demonic magic included processes of invoking specific demons 
or angels to effect a certain result.137 But, again, the categories could productively blur. 
Discussing the conflation of the various types of magic from other major categories such as 
religion and science, Brian Levack suggests that “[o]rdinary science, natural magic, approved 
religion, and demonic magic could all be rationally explained but by appeal to different types 
of causal principle.”138  
The early modern stage characteristically explored these many causal principles, with 
Faustus deriving his powers primarily from the demonic invocation of Mephistopheles, 
whereas Prospero’s art seems to rely more on a self-directed course in learning natural magic 
through texts that might have included, for example, Giambattista della Porta’s Magia 
Naturalis (Naples, 1558) or Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim’s Three Books of 
Occult Philosophy (Paris, 1531).139 Importantly, early modern dramatists delighted in 
blending and occluding the specific sources of magical abilities and capitalized on the 
generative ambiguity of how we read the powers of not only Faustus and Prospero, but a 
whole host of early modern magicians onstage, in plays such as Friar Bacon and Friar 
Bungay (1589), The Merry Devil of Edmonton (1603), and The Birth of Merlin (1608). As 
many literary scholars have noted, the stage itself was a type of magical venue, often 
                                                        
137 Clark puts it succinctly; natural magic was “a practice consisting in the knowledge of hidden things and the 
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138 Richard Kieckhefer, “The Specific Rationality of Medieval Magic,” in Demonology, Religion, and 
Witchcraft, edited by Brian P. Levack. New York: Routledge, 2001: 821.  
 
139 This is not to suggest that these divisions between the source of magical abilities in both Dr. Faustus and The 
Tempest are clear or uniform. On the texts Prospero might read, see Barbara A. Mowat, “Prospero’s Book,” 
Shakespeare Quarterly 52.1 (2001): 1-33.   
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intermingling magical and natural practices, a process that this project explores from the 
perspective of those on the margins of the period’s intellectual culture.140 
Broadly speaking, magic constituted a range of complex discourses, practices and 
modes of thought in the period, and as a result the field often confounds historical attempts to 
disentangle and understand how terms such as “magic,” “religion,” “superstition,” and 
“supernatural” operated in the period. Traditionally, historians and literary scholars have 
emphasized the magical beliefs of the Renaissance’s intellectual elite rather than those of 
ordinary people. This is due in part because of the lack of material recording how popular 
notions of magic contributed to demonological thought in the period, and also because of a 
focus on the early modern witch-hunts and the search for the intellectual foundations of 
demonology specifically. And yet, as scholarship has increasingly shown, magic extended 
throughout a range of social positions, epistemologies, and ideologies. The trend has been a 
narrowing of the subjects to uncover the particularities of “high” magic and natural 
philosophy and the more illicit forms of conjuration.141 
The extent to which magical thinking was embedded within advancements in 
knowledge also informs current scholarly debates on the importance of magical belief in 
early modern society. It is incredibly difficult to extricate our modern skepticism from a pre-
modern understanding of the power of God, the devil and his agents, and the stars, which in 
                                                        
140 As Lisa Hopkins and Helen Ostovich assert, “Plays which are about magical transformation may thus also, in 
a small way, do some magical transformation of their own,” “Introduction: Transformations and the Ideology of 
Witchcraft Staged,” in  Magical Transformations on the Early Modern English Stage, edited by Lisa Hopkins 
and Helen Ostovich. London; New York: Routledge, 2014: 3. I would only modify their qualification on the 
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141 See Chapter Three for an extended discussion of “elite” and “popular” magical beliefs and practices.  
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the period shared an intimate relationship with human figures. As Kristen Poole asks 
evocatively:  
[H]ow can ‘we’—reasoning, skeptical, worldly individuals, skilled in analysis, 
prejudiced against superstition—approach Satan, reeking of brimstone, wreaking 
havoc with people’s lives? How can we write a history of experiencing the devil 
without sterilizing or rationalizing the demonic? How can we look back through that 
period we have called The Enlightenment and study the devil’s earlier dark 
participation in the world without bringing an innate mistrust of the tales we read and 
a latent condescension towards the people who tell them? How can we really study a 
devil we don’t think is real?142  
As the work of Poole, Floyd-Wilson, and others indicates, scholarship in the field is shifting 
to a more nuanced understanding of early modern lived experiences, experiences that were 
constituted by belief in magical and preternatural entities, individual understandings of time 
and nature, and a confluence of social, cultural, and political forces at play in shaping what 
forms of interpretation and reading took place.143 This dissertation aims to acknowledge the 
many layers of modern skepticism that surround belief in ghosts, the weapon salve, and other 
points of reference in the culture to magical thinking that were, by many in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, taken seriously and determined how individuals structured their lives. 
I explore these forms of knowledge under the rubric of cunning, which as Chapter One will 
                                                        
142 Poole, Supernatural Environments, 25.  
 
143 Floyd-Wilson discusses the ubiquity of early modern belief in the magical and occult properties inherent in 
the cosmos: “[A]ccepted knowledge of how to manipulate nature’s occult qualities was held by people from all 
walks of life, from the erudition of natural magicians to the experiential know-how of housewives.” Occult 
Knowledge, 11.  
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argue, enfolded this multiple perspectives and marked out a space of lay contributions to the 
project of knowledge in the period.  
  
VIII. Chapter Outline  
 
“Reading the Natural and Preternatural Worlds in Early Modern Drama” narrates how 
the early modern stage functioned as an experimental venue for presenting vernacular 
interpretations. Drama, I argue, produced knowledge through the staging of a diverse chorus 
of interpreters alongside the forms of deductive practices in which they engaged. My choice 
in examining drama in relation to questions of knowledge production derives from the energy 
of the stage in representing embodied, processural acts of interpretation and the many 
participants in the creation of knowledge on the stage. Given the unique status of a medium 
which presents dialogic exchanges and inquiry within a transitory, temporally bound mode of 
presentation, the early modern stage was in a position to intervene in contemporary 
understandings of the role of interpretation for acquiring epistemic certainty or adopting wary 
credulity of preternatural forces.144 Moreover, in the temporal specificity of the genre, as 
opposed to the visual arts of painting, sculpture, or architecture, theater is a medium in which 
bodies encounter the surprising and the enchanted. As this project claims, figures onstage 
rely upon multivalent methods of knowing to offer readings in creating new categories of 
                                                        
144 Importantly, drama’s dialogic relationship to early modern scientific paradigms rested on the imaginative 
potential of the audiences, who supplied meaning in the creation of knowledge on the stage. As Jonas Barish 
notes, the anti-theatrical prejudice was motivated in part because of the worrying “imaginative collusion with 
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understanding or in locating the most accommodating paradigms in encounters with external, 
magical agents.  
 The period this dissertation covers is primarily 1590-1647, and it has been central to 
this project to consider works not only by playwrights such as Marlowe, Shakespeare, and 
Jonson, but also to extend my analyses to more obscure dramas, including those by John 
Lyly, Thomas Dekker and Thomas Heywood, among others. My purpose in doing so is to 
demonstrate how copious and diverse representations of lay interpretations were in the 
period. Each playwright examined here hailed from a different social and economic 
background, and each approaches the idea of vernacular knowledge uniquely. Nonetheless, 
collectively these dramatists share an interest in how knowledge is constructed and which 
voices in the act of understanding are heard. The audience, in this case, is in the unique 
position to select among the many interpreters on the stage the most viable or even familiar 
forms of understanding. 
As I argue throughout this project, many early modern dramatists moved beyond 
presenting stock, one-dimensional characters and instead infused servants, female 
companions, local healers, housewives, and many other figures with personality, subtlety, 
and their own forms of knowledge. These characters possess the qualities of percipience that 
vernacular scientific texts attributed to lay forms of acquiring knowledge about the natural 
world. Throughout my analysis, I use the terms “lay,” “vernacular,” “marginal,” and 
“peripheral” to denote the forms of knowledge attributed by early modern authors to 
individuals without university training or outside of the period’s intellectually elite coterie 
culture, though these individuals, too, adopted methods of vernacular observation in their 
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analyses of the external environment.145 Thus, in A Warning for Fair Women (c. 1588-90), 
for example, Mistress Drury’s practice of both surgery and palmistry is a form of craft 
knowledge, though it is likely she did not receive formal training or serve an apprenticeship 
in either art. Rather, her supposed “matchless skill in palmistry” (2.1.125) derives from both 
experiential knowledge and, evidently, her selfish aims in duping Anne.146 The cultural 
moment I describe is very much in line with discussions on a vitalized interest in the arts and 
sciences of “ordinary folk.” As Dear notes of the influence of Paracelsus and other schools of 
thought in the period, “[p]aracelsianism was but one manifestation in the sixteenth century of 
a growing sense that nature, to be understood, needed also to be mastered—that those who 
truly knew nature necessarily also commanded it.”147 Cheap vernacular treatises frequently 
make this claim, pointing to individuals who were familiar with the cadences of the natural 
world. John Davis, for example, justifies his authorship of a treatise on the art of navigation 
due to his personal sailing experiences, confident that his noble patron will appreciate his 
experiential contribution to knowledge:   
[A]nd as such practises either speculatiue or mecanicall, shall receiue sauourable 
place in the honourable opinion of nobilitie, by so much the more shall the practiser 
be esteemed: which is the cause that at this time imboldneth me, to present vnto your 
                                                        
145 I recognize, of course, that many of these terms carry modern connotations that do not neatly map onto early 
modern usage. See "Lay, adj. and n.9". OED Online. September 2015. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/106495. Accessed October 14, 2015. “Popular” in the period could suggest 
both of the people in general and specially one of a lower social standing. The OED cites John Florio’s 
translation of Montaigne for this particular usage: “It is a custome of populare or base men to call for minstrels 
or singers at feasts.” Michel de Montaigne, The Essayes, or Morall, Politike, and Millitarie Discourses of Lord 
Michaell de Montaigne, translated by John Florio. London: 1603: III.xiii.658. Qtd. in "Popular, adj. and n.". 
OED Online. September 2015. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/147908?redirectedFrom=popular. Accessed October 14, 2015. 
 
146 See Ch. D. Cannon, A Warning for Fair Women: A Critical Edition. The Hague: Mouton, 1975.  
 
147 Dear, Revolutionizing the Sciences, 50.  
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most honourable fauour this smal treatise of Nauigation, being a breefe collection of 
such practises as in my seuerall voyages I haue from experience collected.148 
Putting aside the rhetorical device of feigning humility in one’s work, the experiences of this 
author vindicate the interest that noble patrons, sailors, and investors would have for such an 
exposition of knowledge by a self-taught figure. My research demonstrates that this trope of 
deliberately broadening the intended readership of a particular vernacular work was 
widespread in the period, speaking to a much larger engagement with representing vernacular 
scientific knowledge than previously assumed. Thus Humfrey Baker’s widely popular 
mathematical treatise, The VVell Spryng of Sciences, labels others as snobs of arithmetic, 
those “folishe heades of fansie” who assume “this Arithmetical art peculier onely to a fewe, 
vsyng the trade of marchaundise.”149 Baker, instead, aims to elevate this practical art because 
of its “depe diuises, and the cunnyng conclusions that are comprised in it.”150 He maintains 
mathematics are “the beste whetstone, or sharpnyng of the witte of euerie man that euer was 
inuented, & [I] thinke it most necessary to be taught vnto children, without the whiche, 
nothinge either priuate or common can bee well ordered.”151 Rather than reading this and 
                                                        
148 John Davis, The Seamans Secrets Deuided into 2. Partes, wherein Is Taught the Three Kindes of Sayling, 
Horizontall, Peradoxall [sic], and Sayling vpon a Great Circle : also an Horizontall Tyde Table for the Easie 
Finding of the Ebbing and Flowing of the Tydes, with a Regiment Newly Calculated for the Finding of the 
Declination of the Sunne, and Many Other Most Necessary Rules and Instruments, not Heeretofore Set Foorth 
by Any. London: 1595: 2.  
 
149 Humfrey Baker, The VVell Spryng of Sciences whiche Teacheth the Perfecte Woorke and Practise of 
Arithmeticke, bothe in Whole Nombers and Fractions, with suche Easie and Compendious Instruction into the 
Said Arte, as Hath not Heretofore Been by Any Sette Out nor Laboured. Beautified with Moste Necessary Rules 
and Questions, not Onely Profitable for Marchauntes, but also for All Artificers, as in the Table Doeth Partlie 
Appere: Set Forthe by Humfrey Baker Citezeine of Lo[n]don. London: 1568: A2v-A3r. Baker’s description of 
those noble scoffers aligns with the fantastical Armado in Love’s Labor’s Lost, who refuses to answer Mote 
because “I am ill at reckoning; / it fitteth the spirit of a tapster” (1.2.38).  
 
150Baker, VVell Spryng, A2v.  
 
151 Ibid. A3r.  
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similar declarations of the wide applicability of forms of knowing as particular marketing 
strategies on the part of authors (without entirely discounting this rhetorical move either), I 
map out some unexpected resonances between the many contributors to deductive practices 
in the period and their dramatic representations.   
Chapter One, “The Cunning Woman’s Craft: Magic and Deception in Mother Bombie 
and The Wise Woman of Hogsdon,” tracks references to cunning folk in popular scientific 
and theological discourse, arguing that this diverse archive, particularly practices of 
localized, popular magic and science, disregards a notion of “objectivity.” Instead, I focus on 
the resonances of “superstition” in the period. I first turn to John Lyly’s Mother Bombie 
(1594), whose titular character specializes in various prognosticative sciences, particularly 
dream interpretation. Mother Bombie serves a crucial role in her village community, 
asserting the agency of the cunning woman as she recognizes both the preternatural and 
natural elements at play in the drama’s social landscape. I then analyze Thomas Heywood’s 
The Wise Woman of Hogsdon (1638), in which the eponymous wise woman’s ability to 
deceive relies on the same discourses and practices as Mother Bombie. Ultimately, the Wise 
Woman of Hogsdon’s lack of prognosticative abilities does not matter. Rather, her canny 
reading of her clients’ desires and bodies enables her to fill an important role in the village’s 
social life.  
In “From ‘Baser Stars’ to Self-Fashioned Remedies: All’s Well That Ends Well and 
Astrological Knowledge,” I turn to the early modern science of astrology, which provided 
individuals with a method for understanding one’s place—particularly a woman’s place—in 
a shifting epistemic landscape. I argue that Shakespeare’s comedy powerfully invests Helena 
with sidereal expertise. In her attempts to rehabilitate King, husband, and her own lowly 
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status, Helena harnesses the language of the heavens to legitimize her trajectory from those 
“baser stars” (1.1.179) to Bertram’s own elevated “sphere” (1.1.87). Recognizing throughout 
the course of the narrative that the indeterminacy of astrology can be a useful epistemic tool 
for her own practices, I show how Helena’s adoption of sidereal conceits influences the way 
we read her forms of expertise in the play.   
Chapter Three, “The Serving Man and the Devil: Demonology from Below in Doctor 
Faustus,” reads the servants’ and clowns’ interactions with demons in Marlowe’s play 
alongside forms of popular demonological understanding. In widely circulating witchcraft 
pamphlets, authors suggest that the devil’s knowledge is both highly intimate and yet elusive. 
This type of secret knowledge is performed in Marlowe’s drama, with predictably comedic 
effects. However, I argue that the material understanding of the devil that Wagner and the 
clowns obtain parallels Faust’s own physical and immediate understanding of demonic 
knowledge. Faust’s obsession with the material signifiers of totalizing natural and 
preternatural knowledge reflects the popular understanding of Satan’s insight into the desires 
of human individuals. In staging mirrored scenes of inquiry and knowledge acquisition on the 
part of the learned doctor and the clowns, Marlowe’s play explores the unstable interstices of 
knowledge itself; figures obtain demonological knowledge with damnable consequences, but 
the methods of inquiry differ little between the protagonist and the men who serve him. 
Faustus’s conjuring, therefore, is less singular and rather part of a larger phenomenon of 
focusing on the very base materials of demonic knowledge.  
“Dekker and Jonson’s Contagiously Criminal Knowledge,” the fourth chapter, studies 
rogue knowledge. I argue that Thomas Dekker’s copious archive of cheap pamphlets, 
particularly his cony-catching works, articulate a particular notion of the rogues’ class of 
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cunning knowledge as an agent in disseminating criminal contagion, a miasma that is figured 
as both ethically and physically insalubrious. I show how the didactic imperative of Dekker’s 
pamphlets is echoed by Jonson’s exploration of the bodily and criminal effects of the crowd 
in Bartholomew Fair (1614). Both the pamphlets and Jonson’s play are concerned with 
interrogating how cunning knowledge can trick the unsuspecting or naïve outsider to 
London’s cohort of criminality.  
The final chapter, “‘Trifled Former Knowings’: Sign Reading and Preternatural 
Knowledge in Macbeth,” analyzes the methods of knowing utilized by the Old Man in 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth (c. 1603). I argue that the Old Man emblematizes the power of 
experiential knowledge amid a landscape shaped by preternatural influences. The Old Man’s 
perspective opposes the Macbeths’ textual and rationalistic way of thinking, offering instead 
an accommodating openness to the power of demonic influence in Scotland’s landscape. 
Here I situate the play in discourses from popular meteorological tracts, particularly those by 
the compiler and translator Thomas Hill. Hill’s understanding of the environment remains 
enigmatic, and his works adopt an accommodating approach to deduction and experiential 
knowledge that the rulers of the nation woefully lack. Many characters in the play, instead of 
serving simply as choric figures, vocalize the pressing need to refashion knowledge of the 
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“We take Cunning for a sinister or crooked wisdom,” writes Francis Bacon. “And certainly 
there is a great difference between a cunning man and a wise man; not only in point of 
honesty, but in point of ability.”152 Bacon employs cunning in a sense recognizable in 
modern usage: devious, calculating, insincere. The wise man approaches the study of nature 
with an honest desire for knowledge. The cunning man, on the other hand, invests in the 
surfaces, practicing a malicious type of posturing: “But these small wares and petty points of 
cunning are infinite; and it were a good deed to make a list of them; for that nothing doth 
more hurt in a state than that cunning men pass for wise.”153 The problem Bacon identifies is 
one of appearances, or misapprehending cunning for true wisdom. Moving from the level of 
the individuated and localized, the pernicious cunning men—and women—add up to a 
collective blister on the heel of the nation-state, individuals whose self-enterprising occludes 
the open-handed pursuit of knowledge.  
Bacon’s charge here refers only to the negative valences of the term rather than 
recognizing, as many in the period did, cunning’s many connotations. Beyond suggesting 
                                                        
152 Francis Bacon, The Essayes or Counsels, Civill and Morall, ed. Michael Kiernan, in vol. 15 The Oxford 
Francis Bacon, ed. Lisa Jardine and Graham Rees. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985: 69.  
 
153 Ibid., 72.  
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competence, the Oxford English Dictionary lists the adjective’s magical associations, which 
date from the early to mid-fourteenth century and link cunning particularly with the wise 
women and men who were integral members of early modern society.154 Playwrights from 
the early modern period, attuned to its diverse meanings, staged figures who embodied these 
many layers of the term. They also lampooned others’ credulity in quickly, uncritically 
relying upon individuals of percipience. In Ben Jonson’s Epicoene (1609), for example, 
True-Wit warns the parsimonious Morose that his future wife might revert to the art of 
prophecy:  
True-Wit: And then her going in disguise to that conjurer, and this cunning woman: 
where the first question is, how soon you shall die? next, if her present servant love 
her? next, if she shall have a new servant? and how many? which of her family would 
make the best bawd, male, or female? what precedence she shall have by her next 
match? and sets down the answers, and believes them above the scriptures. Nay, 
perhaps she will study the art. (2.2.119-126)155 
Morose responds hysterically to the idea that his intended spouse would credit what many 
authors characterized as a spurious art. True-Wit’s warning that this cunning practice might 
supersede Biblical reading directly echoes the worry many clerics held regarding the 
encroachment and resilience of popular magic in what Protestant theologians claimed as their 
territory of popular belief. Despite Jonson’s satire, other playwrights represented wise 
                                                        
154 “Cunning, adj..” OED Online. September 2014. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/45866?rskey=KDlKED&result=4&isAdvanced=false. Accessed October 15, 
2014). The word derives from the “infinitive Old English cunnan, Middle English cunnen, connen, in its earlier 
sense ‘to know’; hence originally = ‘knowing.’” 
 
155 Ben Jonson, Epiocene, edited by Katharine Maus in English Renaissance Drama, edited by David 
Bevington. New York: Norton, 2002.  
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women more ambiguously, intimating that the cunning woman’s powers might truly derive 
from concourse with divine spirits. In simultaneously depicting both the term’s positive and 
negative associations in their characterizations of wise women, playwrights explored the 
possibilities for characters to obtain knowledge by relying upon lay figures in 
prognostication.156 As I argue in this chapter, the act of cunning as both a practice and a body 
of knowledge plays upon the period’s concept of superstition.157 This term, too, is 
anachronistic if we take it to mean “false” or as an erroneous belief based on an objective 
reality in the real world. Rather, early moderns positioned superstition as that which was 
credible and yet unorthodox, or religiously suspect. One might engage in efficacious magical 
practice, but regardless of its ability to effect change, invoking demons or conjuring with the 
sieve and shears, for the early moderns, constituted superstitious acts.158 When Cassius 
complains that Caesar might not leave his home on the Ides, he cites as its cause that “he is 
grown superstitious of late” (2.1.194). Caesar’s newfound superstition derives from a 
confluence of omens, including “apparent prodigies” (2.1.197) and “the persuasion of his 
augurers” (2.1.199). Rather than positioning Caesar as laughably credulous, Cassius’s lines 
                                                        
156 As Emma Wilby notes, “the usually illiterate cunning folk consulted no written works and committed 
nothing to paper. Their magical knowledge and technique would have been acquired through observation and 
word of mouth.” Cunning Folk and Familiar Spirits: Shamanistic Visionary Traditions in Early Modern British 
Witchcraft and Magic. Eastbourne, UK: Sussex Academic Press, 2005: 29. 
 
157 "Superstitious, adj. and n.". OED Online. June 2017. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/194519?redirectedFrom=superstitious (accessed September 06, 2017). 
 
158 Clark offers a discussion of the term’s many functions in the period. Of most relevance here are his thoughts 
on superstition’s cultural impact: “the concept of superstition was a cultural weapon directed by churchmen 
mainly at the populace at large (although also, of course, at their clerical competitors.). It was a form of 
proscription in terms of which many of the apparently routine actions and utterances of ordinary people, 
together with the categories and beliefs that shaped their experience, were denounced as valueless.” See 
Thinking with Demons, 475. Like Clark, I remain aware of the methodological challenges in using this term, 
and I “use the word as a matter of report” (474) rather than condemning any of the methods individuals in the 
period used to seek reassurances about present ills or future troubles.  
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instead indicate that Caesar would be smart, albeit superstitious, to acknowledge the many 
signs of doom that crowd his doorstep. In adopting superstition as a critical term in my 
reading of the labile meanings of cunning, I argue here that two early modern plays with 
cunning women as their protagonists together present a new reading of superstition, one that 
is sensitive to the historical narrative of superstition as that which can be true knowledge, but 
nonetheless problematically so. Cunning is a superstitious practice, but only because it plays 
purposefully with both legitimate and illegitimate sources of knowledge. Understanding 
superstition in this way, we can uncover more broadly how the period negotiated contested 
epistemic boundaries, including those of belief in natural and preternatural sources of 
knowing. 
In John Lyly’s Mother Bombie (1594) and Thomas Heywood’s The Wise Woman of 
Hogsdon (1638), both cunning women embody Bacon’s designation of the term as 
disingenuous and yet their positions also intersect with the wider understanding of cunning as 
keyed into the rhythms of the preternatural cosmos. But this relationship renders them open 
to charges of witchcraft, and indeed cunning women were thought by many to be versed in 
countercharms; the space between wise woman and witch was increasingly contracted in the 
period and both dramatic figures I discuss here acknowledge and negotiate this unstable gap. 
As Reginald Scot puts it, “at this day it is indifferent to say in the English tongue; She is a 
Witch; or, She is a wise Woman.”159 As we shall see, the cunning woman is criticized by 
society not because of her practices—whether spurious or not—but rather because they might 
be unholy, or they might contest a Protestant ethos that proscribed fasting and prayer against 
the many preternatural ailments afflicting individuals. Cunning folk offered more immediate 
                                                        
159 Reginald Scot, Scot's Discovery of VVitchcraft. London: 1584, 62. 
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and perhaps individualized counters to maleficia. In the wake of the Protestant Reformation, 
disentangling permissible means for cures and divination—such as relying on astrology, as I 
discuss in the following chapter—was by no means a clear or even desirable process. Many 
individuals embraced a confluence of methods for understanding change in their lives and, 
although labeled superstitious by clergymen and elite natural philosophers, they nonetheless 
turned readily to the assistance offered by those figures whose practices hovered between 
credible, natural means for healing and prankish, spurious manipulations of personal desires.  
 
II. Superstitious Cunning 
 
It was thus feasible for authors to move epistemically from cunning woman to witch 
without any sense that a conceptual elision had occurred. The cunning woman in these plays 
possesses an almost uncanny relationship with the environment, which allows her to read the 
external world and individual bodies for what they might foretell of the future. Cunning folk 
specialized in healing, palmistry, dream interpretation, and discovering through intuition 
stolen goods. Often hailing from the lower sectors of society, these wise women were 
typically paid little for their services but were often relied upon for interpretation or 
prognostication.160 In part, as anti-prophetic authors worried, a cunning woman’s reading of a 
single body might have larger social and political implications.161 But as I show here, Lyly’s 
                                                        
160 Macfarlane, in an important study on Essex witches and cunning folk, argues that wise men and women 
accepted fees for their services, which “were related to the type of activity undertaken and the degree of 
success.” Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England, 126.  
 
161 Anti-prophetic tracts proliferated in the early modern period. See, for example, William Covell, Polimanteia, 
or, The meanes Lawfull and Unlawfull, to Judge of the Fall of a Common-wealth. London: 1595; and John 
Harvey, A Discovrsive Probleme Concerning Prophesies. London: 1588. 
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and Heywood’s plays, while touching on the issue of the source and ramifications of 
preternatural percipience, nonetheless focus more on the efficacious, and yet superstitious, 
methods for resolving communal issues. The cunning woman’s value, I suggest, lies in how 
her reading provides insight into alternative means for approaching complex social ills. 
Whether demonic, divine, or simply spurious, the cunning woman’s reading of bodies 
significantly shapes the lives of others by means of oscillating between forms of superstitious 
practices.  
Turning to Bacon once again we can now approach the entangled categories of 
cunning and superstition in the period. In his essay “Of Superstition,” Bacon outlines the 
epistemic dangers of perverting religious belief or rituals. “It were better to have no Opinion 
of God at all,” Bacon avers, “then such an Opinion, as is unworthy of him.”162 The same 
contrariety holds true for any devotion or belief directed toward practices that may be 
efficacious but nonetheless dangerous for religious orthodoxy. Superstition overturns 
hierarchies and, like Bacon’s understanding of cunning, occludes true natural philosophical 
knowledge: “The Master of Superstition is the People; And in all Superstition, Wise Men 
follow Fooles; And Arguments are fitted to Practise, in a reversed Order.”163 Of the many 
causes Bacon lists for superstition, “The taking an Aime at divine Matters by Human which 
cannot but breed mixture of Imaginations” is the most relevant to the practices of Lyly’s and 
Heywood’s wise women. Indeed, in telling fortunes and reading palms, both women readily 
adopt the “mixture of Imaginations” that depends in part on the theatricality of their services. 
Reading others’ bodies, as we shall see, relies more on the setting and the staged methods for 
                                                        
162 Bacon, “Of Superstition,” 54.  
 
163 Ibid., 54-55. 
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uncovering causality than it does on innate abilities. Mother Bombie and the Wise Woman of 
Hogsdon recognize and readily play with this necessarily dramatic display of imagination as 
an important aspect of their personas.  
To uncover how cunning knowledge and superstition were represented in the period, I 
consider genres that differ in popularity and aims, including witchcraft pamphlets, dream 
manuals, and texts exposing the deceptions of jugglers. As disparate as they may seem, 
collectively these texts describe the types of knowledge that cunning folk in early modern 
drama perform, which then allows for us to explore the multiple forms of knowledge touted 
by the eponymous figures in Lyly’s and Heywood’s plays. While Mother Bombie promotes 
good will towards her neighbors and puts her divine abilities in their service, the Wise 
Woman of Hogsdon is deceptive. But she too engages in a “mystery” or body of knowledge 
that differs only in degree from Mother Bombie’s. Both she and Mother Bombie manipulate 
other characters onstage and ultimately assert that their cunning is essential to the societies 
they serve.  
This chapter departs from previous scholarship on cunning folk in several important 
ways, primarily through taking seriously the many arts of prognostication at the disposal of 
the early modern wise woman. Curiously, literary scholars have paid little attention to the 
figure of the cunning woman as a character type, let alone as a representative figure of 
contemporary attitudes to the practice of prognostic arts at the lower levels of society.164 
                                                        
164 Exceptions to the lack of critical discussion on cunning folk include following the historical analyses: 
Willem de Blécourt, “Witch Doctors, Soothsayers and Priests: On Cunning Folk in European Historiography 
and Tradition,” Social History 19.3 (1994): 285-303; Owen Davies, “A Comparative Perspective on Scottish 
Cunning-Folk and Charmers,” in Witchcraft and Belief in Early Modern Scotland, ed. Julian Goodare, Lauren 
Martin, and Joyce Miller. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008: 185-205 and Cunning Folk: Popular Magic in 
English History. London and New York: Hambledon & London, 2003; Tobias B. Hug, Impostures in Early 
Modern England: Representations and Perceptions of Fraudulent Identities. Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2010; and Wilby, Cunning Folk and Familiar Spirits. Prophecy enjoys a more sustained 
critical history, but scholars often focus on political and religious prophesies delivered in history plays or the 
 82 
Nonetheless, by examining these figures we uncover a staged method to their display of 
power and a contemporary appraisal of cunning folk’s reading of the body for revelatory 
signs. In Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, Fabian’s offer to take Malvolio’s urine to the local 
wise woman, for example, is not merely a slight detail to offer in staged concern over 
Malvolio’s purported madness. Instead, even during this moment of farce, Fabian articulates 
a contemporary interest in the possibilities that the wise woman of the village could provide a 
diagnosis of Malvolio’s urine and, presumably, alleviate his suffering from insanity.165 And 
although historians of science have explored the turn to experiential forms of knowledge 
production in the period, literary studies have yet to take into account research that has 
shown how lay knowledge was assimilated and appropriated into the writings of scholars 
and, importantly, playwrights who represented the practice of vernacular knowledge upon the 
stage.166 
                                                        
mythical associations of prophet figures such as Merlin. For historical studies see Patrick Curry, Prophecy and 
Power: Astrology in Early Modern England. Cambridge: Basil Blackwell, 1989; Madeleine Hope Dodds, 
“Political Prophecies in the Reign of Henry VIII,” Modern Language Review 11 (1916): 226-285; Sharon L. 
Jansen, Political Protest and Prophecy under Henry VIII. Woodbridge: Boydell, 1991; Phyllis Mack, Visionary 
Women: Ecstatic Prophecy in Seventeenth-Century England. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992; 
Rupert Taylor, Political Prophecy in England. New York: Columbia University Press, 1911; and Tim Thornton, 
Prophecy, Politics and the People in Early Modern England. Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2006. Floyd-Wilson 
discusses the cunning man Clark in Arden of Faversham, and she observes that Clarke’s position as painter and 
cunning man suggests “how ‘cunning’ knowledge could be also construed as indistinguishable from the 
expertise of artisans, distillers, empirics, surgeons, naturalists, or even housewives” Occult Knowledge, 56. This 
is particularly relevant to my discussion here, in which Mother Bombie and the Wise Woman of Hogsdon 
engage in various fortune-telling practices that dovetail with artisanal methods for disseminating knowledge.  
 
165 Fabian’s comment appears in Act 3 in Twelfth Night: “Carry his water to th’ wise woman” (2.4.99) See 
Twelfth Night, edited by Keir Elam. Arden Third Series. New York: Bloomsbury Arden Press, 2008.  
 
166 For a helpful overview of the shifts in understanding regarding experience and fact among natural 
philosophers, see Peter Dear, “The Meanings of Experience,” in The Cambridge History of Science, vol. III, ed. 
Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006: 106-131. Additional 
studies include Dear, Discipline and Experience, and Charles B. Schmitt, “Experience and Experiment: A 
Comparison of Zabarella's View with Galileo's in De Motu," Studies in the Renaissance 16 (1969): 80-138. See 
also Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes Boyle, and the Experimental 
Life. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985, and Barbara J. Shapiro, A Culture of Fact: England, 1550-




III. The Uncanny Cunning Woman and the Prophetic Arts 
 
The cunning woman served a staid function in mediating the relationship between an 
early modern individual and the unseen, animate influences that barraged one’s physical, 
social, or spiritual welfare.167 Cunning women were at the intersection (troubled as it was by 
social class, gender, and professional lines) between the sciences of prophecy or medicine 
and the intuitive art of reading the cosmos. Cunning folk could be of either sex, but as Alan 
Macfarlane notes, early modern records likely distort the ratio of male and female 
practitioners to suggest misleadingly that more men were identified as cunning, while women 
were more likely to be labeled black witches.168 By focusing on women in this chapter, I 
suggest a wider radius of stakeholders in the production of knowledge in the period. While 
we have more historical records for cunning men in the period, the stage is dominated by 
cunning women or prophetesses, with several notable exceptions.169 Several of these plays no 
longer survive, including The White Witch of Westminster and Drayton and Munday’s 
Mother Redcap.170 In one of the more frightening representations of a cunning woman on the 
                                                        
167 As Thomas notes, in the early modern period, “[i]nstead of being regarded as an inanimate mass, the Earth 
itself was deemed to be alive. The universe was peopled by a hierarchy of spirits, and thought to manifest all 
kinds of occult influences and sympathies” Religion and the Decline of Magic, 265.  
 
168 Marfarlane, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England, 127.  
 
169 Besides Clarke in Arden of Faversham, we could include Doctor Pinch in The Comedy of Errors or even 
Friar Lawrence in Romeo and Juliet. Most cunning men on the early modern stage, however, are in truth magi, 
associated more with their textual, educational background than simply divine or preternatural abilities. Thus I 
would contend that while Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay stages both friars as cunning practitioners, they are 
ultimately identified more so by their roles as learned magicians. The line, once again, is blurry, but in large 
part the cunning women on the stage are not of the same class or educational background as their male 
counterparts.  
 
170 For the evidence we have of these two plays, see the Lost Plays Database, “The White Witch of 
Westminster,” and “Mother Redcap.” Lost Plays Database. Ed. Roslyn L. Knutson, David McInnis, and 
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early modern stage, Shakespeare displays her activities as a witch. Margery Jourdemayne, a 
historical figure who appears as Margery Jordan in Henry VI, Part Two, is designated as both 
at once, the “cunning witch” (1.2.75) who helps raise Asnath the demon from below. 
Participating in a process initiated by a high-born woman, the Duchess of Gloucester, 
Margery is an important mediator between Duchess and demon. The conjurer Roger 
Bolingbroke and the duplicitous Hume are also present during the invocation, but the 
women’s bodies mark the scene as particularly bracketed by feminine intervention into 
demonic affairs. The Duchess remains above, literally the highest figure in this tableau, while 
Margery herself lays prone on the ground. Emblematically representing the social and 
gendered span of witch-like practices, the fact that the wise woman is closest to the location 
of hell from which Asnath arises further suggests the particularly gendered associations of 
cunning women with witchcraft, demonism, and unholy inversions of religious rituals such as 
supplication in the service of cunning.  
The historical records’ misrepresentation of practicing cunning women in early 
modern society, tellingly, is also challenged by the presence of formidable wise women on 
the early modern stage and by the Wise Woman of Hogsdon’s own revelry in listing her 
many female counterparts, as I discuss below. The cunning woman on stage, then, must have 
been a powerful presence, one whose integral role as a woman of percipient knowledge 
evoked many associations in the period. Occupying this precarious social position, 
contemporary scholars analyzed the potential contributions that the cunning woman could 
make to the production of knowledge. As Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim, known 
                                                        
Matthew Steggle. Melbourne: University of Melbourne, 2009. 
https://www.lostplays.org/index.php?title=Main_Page. Accessed November 2, 2016.  
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as Paracelsus (1493-1541), argued, physicians should eschew the erroneous medical 
authority of Hippocrates and Galen and instead “learn of old Women, Egyptians and such-
like persons, for they have great[er] experience in such things than all the Academicians.”171 
The often aged epithets accompanying cunning women points to their long-standing 
experiential knowledge, bolstered as it is by an ever-growing list of clientele with similar, 
pressing inquiries. Early modern playwrights adopted a stance towards the potential 
contributions of these lay magical practitioners, staging the authority of these “such-like 
persons”—collapsing the elderly woman and the Egyptian magician in Agrippa’s formula—
as alternative figures for accessing knowledge about the body and the unfolding of the future. 
As both mediators of the environment and other bodies, the unique, percipient relationship 
that cunning women shared with nature rendered them subjects who could fashion others’ 
responses and predict the future.  
With so many agents who were part of the preternatural cosmos, including demons 
and their servants, early modern individuals faced epistemically entangled problems in 
interpreting causality.172 Witches and other malevolent beings were often blamed for the 
many physical ailments and natural disasters that affected early modern lives so intimately. It 
was the prevalence of witches who worked directly with demonological forces that elicited 
alarm from authorities. This apprehension extended to benign figures such as cunning 
women who, importantly, asserted that they did not derive their magical abilities from 
                                                        
171 Paracelsus, Paracelsvs[:] Of the Supreme Mysteries of Nature. London: 1655: 88. As scholars such as 
Pamela Smith and Deborah Harkness have shown, many individuals from the lower classes—including 
women—participated in scientific practices that influenced later developments. See Harkness, The Jewel House 
and Pamela Smith, The Body of the Artisan.  
 
172 These epistemological views are precisely what Reginald Scot attempted to dispel: “But certainly, it is 
neither a witch, nor devil, but a glorious God that maketh the thunder.” Scot's Discovery of vvitchcraft, C1r. 
 
 86 
demonic sources. Nonetheless, part of the reason cunning folk were susceptible to charges of 
witchcraft was that they claimed a special, divine relationship to the preternatural and natural 
worlds, one in which their unique positions rendered them distinctly attuned to the 
environment. George Gifford’s witchcraft pamphlet, featuring a dialogue between the 
fictional Samuel and Daniel, while condemning cunning folk as accomplices of the devil, 
also relates instances of local cunning folk and their healing practices: 
Daniel: Have you any cunning man hereabout, that doth helpe? 
Samuel: […] There is also a woman at R. H. fiue and twenty miles hence, that hath a 
great name, and great resort there is dayly vnto her. A neighbour of mine had his 
childe taken lame, a girle of ten yeares olde, and such a paine in her backe, that shee 
could not sit vpright. He went to that woman, she tolde him he had some badde 
neighbour, the childe was forespoken, as he suspected.173  
The cunning woman requires the father to bring her the child’s clothing, which she then uses 
to verify that the girl is indeed bewitched. She subsequently cures the girl, utilizing her own 
preternatural powers to counteract the local witch’s maleficia. In Gifford’s account, the 
popular wise woman—“great resort there is dayly vnto her”—is able to identify the 
bewitchment of the child without seeing her in person. Rather, by reading an object from the 
girl, the wise woman calls upon her magical abilities in order to interpret the girl’s ailment as 
deriving from another, malignant, being.  
 Part of what I want to suggest is that the ability to read the environment was 
perceived as extending from the localized—that of determining if a child was bewitched, for 
                                                        
173 George Gifford, A Dialogue Concerning Witches and Witchcraftes. In which Is Laide Open How Craftely the 
Diuell Deceiueth not onely the Witches but Many Other and so Leadeth Them Awrie into Many Great Errours. 
By George Giffard Minister of Gods Word in Maldon. London: 1593: 5.  
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example—to the broader cosmological changes inherent in the world. The question of 
whether God had provided certain individuals with the percipience to read these wider 
influences was hotly contested throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In a 
section aptly titled “By Experience,” Henry Harflete argues in favor of the position “that God 
hath revealed those received influences to man,”174 signaling that not only are these 
influences able to be discerned, but that certain human agents have the singular ability to 
understand their scope. Similarly, Harflete warns against, but does not discount, the 
capability of cunning folk and witches to understand these environmental signs. Instead, 
Harflete takes seriously the preternatural relationship of these figures: “in the 18. Of Levit. 
27. there ‘tis expounded, such a man or woman that hath a spirit of Divination or Sooth-
saying in them, such an one was the cunning woman of Endor, who is said in 1 Sam. 28. 7. to 
have a familiar spirit, and therefore such an one is called, A consislter with familiar 
spirits.”175 This “consislter” or probably “consulter” with familiars,176 in Harflete’s language, 
oscillates between the negative connotations of demonic interaction among witches and their 
familiars alongside the more benign understanding of cunning women, like the Witch of 
Endor, who serve beneficent purposes but may derive their abilities from malevolent beings. 
Whether good or evil, constrained by God to enact charitable deeds or initiate harm, the 
                                                        





176 This is my best estimate for what looks like a compositor’s error. There is no “consislter” in the Oxford 
English Dictionary, and the i and the s may have been inserted instead of u. “Consulter” dates from the early 
seventeenth century and means “1A. a member of a council or consultory body” or “2A. One who consults (a 
person, a book, etc.); one who seeks counsel, advice, or instruction.” See "consulter, n.". OED Online. 
September 2014. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/39962?redirectedFrom=consulter. 
Accessed October 25, 2014. 
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cunning woman and the witch both possess a relationship to the environment that provides 
them with access to understanding its influences, preternatural entities, and provident shifts 
in the external world.  
 
IV. “For her learning is more naturall”: Cunning Women in Popular Genres 
 
The passage quoted in this section heading, from a tract titled Micrologia Characters, 
or essayes, of persons, trades, and places, offered to the city and country (1629), derives 
from one of the few extended discussions of early modern cunning women extant in the 
literature of the period.177 In cataloguing the abilities and services of many early modern 
professions—what the author R. M. snidely terms “meane Characters”—Micrologia is 
condescending in tone by supposing the rational skepticism of its readers when encountering 
such deceptive figures as the “cunning Horse-Courser.” R. M. seeks to explain to his readers 
the particularities of cobblers, players, and tooth-drawers, among others. However, despite its 
contemptuous inflections, Micrologia also recounts many of the skills and types of 
knowledge ascribed in the period to the cunning woman. “Her proceeding shee neuer tooke 
in the Schooles;” R.M. notes, “for her learning is more naturall, and came indeed of her 
Motherwit; sodered vp heere and there with some fragments of obseruation gathered from 
gossippings and discourse with others of her societie.”178 Despite the disparagement of the 
passage, R.M.’s account can be read differently, illustrating that his criticisms could also be 
                                                        
177 Or rather, one that is not a witchcraft pamphlet. See R. M. Micrologia Characters, or Essayes, of Persons, 





valued in a society that privileged shared experience as a form of knowledge. Canny enough 
to shore up her medicinal healing with “obseruation” and trading information with others 
from her position—midwives and female healers, her “gossips”—the cunning woman learns 
and then imparts the skills requisite to help her neighbors. Her abilities extend to chiromancy 
and fortune-telling: “If you would know what shall betide you in your affaires, let her but 
looke in your Hand, or perfectly on your face, her skill is so exquisite in physiognomie or 
palmistry, shee will easily satisfie your demands without scruple.”179 As is clear from R.M.’s 
account, throughout the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the cunning woman 
occasioned jeers, skepticism, and criticism from authors. Nonetheless, R.M.’s description of 
the cunning woman also reveals her value as a reader of bodies and events, who allays the 
fears of her clients and proffers diagnosis of the many ailments afflicting others.  
Against Harflete’s designation of the cunning woman as a figure able to commune 
with preternatural entities, then, and R.M.’s criticisms of the wise woman in theophrastian 
terms, other texts allow room for readers to construe whether the cunning woman has 
magical powers, is merely deceptive, or both. Samuel Rid’s The Art of Iugling or 
Legerdemaine includes, among expositions of card tricks and jokes, discussion of a cunning 
woman, who cures her neighbors’ livestock:  
An olde woman that healed all deseases of cattell (for the which she neuer tooke any 
reward but a penny and a loafe) being seriously examined, by what words she brought 
these things to passe, confessed that after she had touched the sick creature, she 
alwaies departed immediately saying:  
  My loafe in my lap, 
                                                        
179 Ibid., C2r-C3v.  
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  My penie in my purse: 
  Thou art neuer the better, 
  And I am neuer the worse.180 
Legalized language abounds—the woman was presumably examined by local authorities 
who suspected her of practicing witchcraft. What stands out is the author’s neutrality on how 
the old woman achieves her cures. Embedded within a genre that promises to uncover the 
deceptions of others, this text lacks any conclusion on whether one should turn to such a 
figure. Her simple charm, without any preternatural evocations, nonetheless works after she 
has touched the cattle directly and it seems integral to her process of undertaking the healing. 
The charm echoes those Mother Bombie delivers—the lyricism is unadorned but able, 
alongside the power of human touch, to influence the health of these creatures. Within this 
text, the craft of the cunning woman is left ambiguously open to interpretation. Without a 
damaging assessment of her powers, as in R.M.’s work, the reader has the option to interpret 
the cunning woman as both juggler and true conjurer, a blurring of meaning that also appears 
in the dramatic representations of cunning women discussed below.  
From witchcraft pamphlets, to handbooks on common “characters” in various 
professions, to the arts of juggling, cunning women appear often in these surprisingly 
disparate genres. Beyond these texts, we learn more about cunning folk from their implied 
knowledge in the drama of the period, a type of knowledge corroborated in contemporary 
prognosticative genres, particularly in dream interpretation tracts. These texts reveal ways 
that cunning folk might have read other bodies, nature, and the future. Thomas Hill's The 
Moste Pleasaunte Arte of the Interpretacion of Dreames asserts, at a basic level, that dreams 
                                                        
180 Samuel Rid, The Art of Iugling or Legerdemaine. London: 1612: F4r.  
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may reveal the “disposicion of our bodies, as eyther to helth or sicknes.”181 Hill's work was 
widely popular and went through numerous, expanded editions during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries.182 This was in large part due to the signifying powers ascribed to 
dreams in the period. Dreams called for interpretation, typically from a third party who could 
expound a dream’s meaning faithfully and render literal its allegorical symbols. A typical 
example in Hill’s work, for instance, states unequivocally “[t]o see misting raine or raine 
drops, or frost, doth signifie good onely vnto Husband-men.”183 We might think of how a 
cunning woman, embedded in the natural rhythms of the environment, would recognize a 
dream of rain as only portending good luck to those whose professions rely upon the need for 
water for crops, whereas for any other individual rain would foretell only of hindrance to the 
business at hand. Philip Goodwin lists the need for dream interpreters because visions in the 
night “obscure” what they actually represent: “Dreames go much in the dark, as they usually 
be in the dark night, so of a darke nature: so vailed and covered, as they commonly require 
an Interpreter. A Dream is a close covered Dish brought in by night for the Soul to feed 
on.”184 With its gustatory simile, Goodwin’s exegesis on oneiromancy argues that the dream 
interpreter is one who uncovers—brings to light—the shadows of significance only hinted at 
in the content of dreams but fully expounded once the proper understanding is applied to its 
contents. In this case, we might think of Hill’s many formulae for the various types of dreams 
                                                        
181 Thomas Hill, The Moste Pleasuante Arte of the Interpretacion of Dreames. London: 1576: n. p.  
 
182 According to the English Short Title Catalogue, Hill's The Moste Pleasaunte Arte went through four editions 
in his lifetime: 1571, 1576, 1601, and 1626. The 1571 edition exists with only the first two pages extant, but the 
1576 edition (cited here), claims that the author has expanded upon his tract. See “Hill, Thomas,” in the English 
Short Title Catalogue Online at the British Library (estc.bl.uk). Accessed 15 October 2014.  
 
183 Hill, A4r.  
 
184 Philip Goodwin, The Mystery of Dreames, Historically Discoursed. London: 1658: A1r. 
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one might have and their layered, associative meanings. They often, while obscure, relate to 
the social position and natural environment of the dreamer, and thus the expounder of dreams 
is one who, above all, is attuned to the individual workings and desires of those in need of 
interpretation. In another one of Hill’s prescriptions, “a woman to dreame that she is 
deliuered of a fish (according to the minde of ancient writers) shall after bring forth a dumbe 
childe: or else the same childe shall liue but a whiles after birth, as the like hath been 
obserued in many women.”185 The emphasis here is on “obserued”: the collective 
experiences of wise women and their “gossips,” as R.M. terms them, might contribute to this 
particular reading. Knowing the effects of consuming fish—which, after all, were considered 
harmful for expecting mothers186—, the cunning woman might also have derived meaning 
from an obstetrical analysis of the woman’s body and what she imagines she will bring forth. 
Through experience and a close reading of the individuals who come to her for help, the 
cunning woman was a figure who could enact Hill’s method of interpreting dreams. This is 
certainly the case in Lyly’s play, in which dreams and bodies are texts that only a figure such 
as the wise woman can read.  
 
V. Mother Bombie and the Role of the Cunning Woman in Early Modern Society 
 
                                                        
185 Hill, B3r. 
 
186 See, for example, Jacques Guillemeau’s worry over the many harmful foods that mothers might consume: 
“Notwithstanding, women with child haue oftentimes such disordinate appetite, by reason of some salt or sharp 
humor which is contained within the membranes of the stomacke, that they desire to eate Coles, Chalke, Ashes, 
Waxe, Salt-fish raw, yea and vnwatred; […] But yet they must refrain and ouer-maister themselues therein as 
much as they can, since that such foode may much hurt and hinder both their owne and their childs health.” 
Child-birth or, The Happy Deliuerie of VVomen. London: 1612: 20. 
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John Lyly's Mother Bombie was entered into the Stationers' Register in 1594 and 
published that same year.187 The play is considered an anomaly in the Lyly canon because of 
its localized plot and thematic deviations from his courtly dramas.188 Nonetheless, allegory 
and lyricism abound in Mother Bombie; the play’s syntax recalls his prose work Euphues: 
The Anatomy of Wit and his other dramatic works. The play’s plot is complex, in large part 
because of the duplication of similar figures. Sperantus, the father of Candius the scholar, 
hopes to pair his son with Stellio’s vacuous daughter Silena. Prisius, the father of Candius’s 
love Livia, aims likewise to have his daughter marry Memphio’s empty-headed son Accius. 
The play’s main points of conflict arise from the attempts by four elderly fathers to pair their 
children with prosperous matches, while their mischievous servants and recalcitrant children 
foil their ploys to dictate the structuring of marriageable couplings. Mother Bombie’s 
prehistory includes Vicinia’s decision to swap her two illegitimate children, the simpletons 
Accius and Silena, for Memphio’s real son Maestius and Stellio’s true daughter Serena. 
Maestius and Serena are raised as brother and sister, and they characterize their mutual 
passion as unnatural, but are actually unrelated. Underpinning these complex social 
negotiations, disguises, and hidden identities is the figure of the cunning woman Mother 
                                                        
187 The play was published in a second edition in 1598. See Leah Scragg’s introduction in Mother Bombie. 
Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2010: 3. All in-text citations are from this edition.  
 
188 John Dover Wilson argued that the play is an anomaly, and its publication in Henry Blount’s collected 
edition of Lyly’s works in the Sixe Court Comedies is the only way in which we can confidently assign 
authorship to Lyly. See John Dover Wilson, John Lyly. Cambridge: Macmillan and Bowes, 1905: 114. Perhaps 
this stylistic preference for Lyly’s more courtly and allegorical works has influenced the relatively scant 
criticism on Mother Bombie, although this trend is changing. Lorna Hutson discusses the play in terms of how 
Mother Bombie mitigates the moral difficulties of adapting Roman New Comedy in “Forensic Rhetoric in Early 
Revenge Tragedy and Early Romantic Comedy: Kyd, Lyly, and Shakespeare,” in The Invention of Suspicion: 
Law and Mimesis in Shakespeare and Renaissance Drama. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007: 259-302. 
William Kerwin includes Mother Bombie in his list of women healers, arguing that she is central in “craftily 
returning people to more natural relations to each other” in “Where Have You Gone, Margeret Kennix? Seeking 
the Tradition of Healing Women in English Renaissance Drama,” in Women Healers and Physicians: Climbing 
a Long Hill, edited by Lilian R. Rust. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1997: 93-113. 
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Bombie. A benevolent character, Lyly casts Mother Bombie as a highly perceptive figure, 
reading uncannily beneath the multiple layers of identity in the play to produce a final 
resolution that enables all the various players to come away with at least a home, if not a 
suitable partner. By serving as the lynchpin of the unnamed village’s social structures, 
Mother Bombie is a teaching figure, imparting natural and preternatural knowledge to all of 
those who come to her for assistance.189  
The figure of Mother Bombie was most likely a historical personage of folkloric 
renown, as is evidenced by Scot’s several declamations against her and similar figures: 
“Master T. and Mother Bungie remain in estimation for Prophets; nay Hobgoblin and Robin-
Goodfellow are contemned among young children, and Mother Alice and Mother Bungie are 
feared among old fools.”190 To Scot, credulity in fairies is dissipating, whereas the hold that 
the cunning woman exhibits over the contemporary imagination is more resistant to 
skepticism.191 Philip C. Almond locates several other references to the figure, including 
                                                        
189 Per Sivefors discusses prophecies and dream interpretation in connection to Lyly’s plays Sapho and Phao, 
Endymion, and Mother Bombie. For Sivefors, “Mother Bombie, finally, does invoke the idea of prophetic 
dreams but the actual dreams retold in the play are more or less dismissed as childish inventions; any 
imputations of witchcraft and dangerous prophecies are, therefore, deflected through the consistently benign 
responses to dreams by the title character.” See “Prophesies, Dreams, and the Plays of John Lyly” in Staging the 
Superstitions of Early Modern Europe, edited by Verena Theile and Andrew D. McCarthy. Farnham, UK: 
Ashgate, 2013: 191. Like this chapter, Sivefors is interested in the “the idea of prophetic dreams” as a “source 
of anxiety” in early modern England and in the works of Lyly in particular. However, here I am invested in the 
act of prophecy and interpretation more broadly, and how the character type of the cunning woman engages in a 
multiplicity of practices within the prophetic arts. My consideration moves beyond dreams to include palmistry, 
the diagnostic reading of bodies, and the percipience that Mother Bombie possesses. I also want to suggest that 
the dreams in Mother Bombie are not necessarily dismissed as “childish inventions” because of the association 
of Mother Bombie with potential witchcraft and the seriousness in which the early moderns approached dream 
interpretation.   
 
190 Scot, Scot's Discovery of VVitchcraft, 116.  
 
191 However, Scot mischaracterizes a move away from early modern belief in fairies, which persisted 
throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Joan Willimot, for example, in 1619 admitted that the devil 
had given her a fairy, which entered her body and then miraculously reappeared, riding upon the breath of Joan. 
Anon., The Wonderful Discouerie of the VVitchcrafts of Margaret and Phillip Flower. London: 1619: n.p. See 
Thomas on the resilience of fairy belief in the period, Religion and the Decline of Magic, 724-733. As Darren 
Oldbridge discusses, a similar conceptual elision occurs with fairies and demonic spirits in the period, “[f]or 
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mention of a Mother Bombus in the “Dictionarum Historicum & Poeticum” in Thomas 
Cooper’s Thesaurus Linguae Romanae & Britannicae (1584) and in a 1595 pamphlet titled A 
Mermoriall of Certaine Most Notorious Witches, in which the figure enacts “cruell 
devises.”192 With varying interpretations of the historical Mother Bombie’s moral alignment, 
her character on stage would have evoked these associations for audiences when performed 
at St. Paul’s.  
When Silena first encounters the wise woman, she responds similiarly to how many 
in the society would have viewed a cunning woman: as a witch. But Mother Bombie is quick 
to mark out a distinction that carries different associations:  
Silena: They say you are a witch.  
Mother Bombie: They lie. I am a cunning woman. (2.3.98-99) 
Following this powerful assertion of moral alignment and identity, Mother Bombie 
commences to read Silena’s palm. Interestingly, Hill also wrote a tract on physiognomy and 
metopomancy (divination by reading the lines of the forehead) which argues that the art of 
palmistry, alongside reading the skies, is a legitimate means for gaining knowledge: “The 
Arte of diuination by the Starres, the face and hande, is a percell of Philosophie, and 
grounded vpon long experience, and reason: and therefore not so wicked and detestable as 
some men do take and repute these.”193 As in his discussion of dream interpretation, Hill 
argues for the value of experience in this art, which was a widely popular genre in the 
                                                        
early modern English Protestants, the range of possibilities was fluid. It was conceivable that fairies were 
sometimes figments of the imagination and sometimes demons in disguise.” See “Fairies and Demons in Early 
Modern England,” The Seventeenth Century 31.1 (2016): 2.  
 
192 Quoted in Philip C. Almond, England’s First Demonologist: Reginald Scot and the ‘Discoverie of 
Witchcraft’. New York: I.B. Tauris, 2011: 52. 
 
193 Hill, The Contemplation of Mankinde, A3r. 
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period.194 Translations of Johannes Indagine’s The Book of Palmestry continued to appear 
roughly every ten years during the seventeenth century.195 Richard Saunder intriguingly 
labels the reader of palms an artist, who through accurate interpretation of the hands 
“foreknoweth of the Complexions, Manners and Ingenuities of persons, their Fortunes 
likewise, and Infortunes.”196 Perhaps Mother Bombie anticipates Saunder’s discussion for 
discovering “the sympotomes of a simple foolish imprudent person” when she reads Silena’s 
hands: a diagnosis such as “[t]he hands very short, haveing the joynts, long, thick and sharp” 
would have signaled Silena’s mental and moral state.197 Keith Thomas describes both the use 
of palmistry in village life and the early modern elite appraisal of the art: “Lore of this kind 
was taken seriously by many Renaissance intellectuals, however debased its practice at the 
village level may have been. Bacon accepted the potentialities of physiognomy and John 
Aubrey thought it could be an infallible guide to character.”198 In Mother Bombie, the art of 
chiromancy is anything but “debased.” Rather, Mother Bombie’s ability to read the palm of 
Silena, and later Serena and Maestius’s hands, signals the viability of the art when conducted 
by a figure with a close relationship to the natural and preternatural cosmos. This relationship 
                                                        
194 Titles from the period include Marin Cureau de la Chambre, A Discourse on the Principles of Chiromancy. 
London: 1658; Johann Rothmann, Keiromantia: or, The Art of Divining by the Lines and Signatures Engraven 
in the Hand of Man, by the Hand of Nature, Theorically, Practically. London: 1652; Anon., The Most Pleasant 
and Delightful Art of Palmistry. London: 1685[?]; W.R., The Whole Art of Palmestry. London: 1680; and Sir 
George Wharton, The Works of that Late Most Excellent Philosopher and Astronomer, Sir George Wharton, 
Bar. Collected in One Entire Volume: by John Gadbury, Student in Physic and Astrology, with a section titled 
“Cheiromantia: or, The art of Divining by the Lines and Signatures Engraven in the Hand of Man, by the Hand 
of Nature.” London: 1683.  
   
195 In 1633, 1651, 1656, 1666, 1676, 1683, and 1697. See The English Short Title Catalogue, “Indagine, 
Johannes ab, -1537.” http://estc.bl.uk/F/?func=file&file_name=login-bl-estc. Accessed October 15th, 2014.  
 
196 Richard Saunders, Palmistry, the Secrets thereof Disclosed. London: 1663: n.p. 
 
197 Ibid.  
 
198 Ibid.  
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is one in which her “cunning in all things” (3.4.77) allows for her to interpret the bodies, 
dreams, and futures of the characters in the drama. More elite figures like the well-off fathers 
in Lyly’s work also credit Mother Bombie’s skills in fortune-telling, indicating that 
Thomas’s claim that the art was “debased” in village life might be too quick, and modern, of 
a conclusion for what was actually a practical and valued art even when conducted by the 
poor or marginalized.   
Like many others in the play who fail to account for the ambiguity of language, 
Silena refuses to interpret Mother Bombie’s reading. In the wise woman’s pronouncement:  
 Mother Bombie: Thy father knows thee not; 
Thy mother bare thee not; 
Falsely bred, truly begot. 
Choice of two husbands, but never tied in bands, 
Because of love and natural bonds. (2.3.103-107)  
The cunning woman is, of course, referring to Silena’s true parentage and her kinship ties to 
the man her father wishes for her to marry, Accius. Nonetheless, while Mother Bombie 
moves from the exterior of the palm to the unseen traces of Silena’s identity, Silena herself 
remains in the interpretative realm of surfaces and thus discounts Mother Bombie’s reading 
through a disparaging comparison: 
 Silena: I thank you for nothing, 
Because I understand nothing. 
Though you be as old as you are, 
Yet am I as young as I am; 
And because that I am so fair, 
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Therefore are you so foul.  
And so farewell, frost; 
My fortune naught me cost. (2.3.108-115). 
Notably, Silena refuses to pay for the services Mother Bombie has rendered (“My fortune 
naught me cost”) and leaves without taking the cunning woman’s abilities at reading bodies 
seriously. And yet it is clear that Mother Bombie does not operate out of economic motives; 
upon Silena’s departure she nonetheless promises that she “will profess cunning for all 
comers” (2.3.119) and later in the play refuses payment from Dromio and the other servants 
for interpreting their dreams (3.4.194-195). Importantly, throughout this exchange Silena 
refuses to read beyond the immediately apprehensible. Mother Bombie does not offer 
unambiguous pronouncements. Instead, she clouds her prognostications in a veil, requiring 
that the client actualize his or her own abilities at interpretation in order to grasp the true 
import of her divinations.199   
 Serena, the supposed daughter of Vicinia, also recounts circulating rumors about the 
village cunning woman, but here the popular understanding of Mother Bombie is more 
laudatory: 
Serena: They say there is, hard by, an old cunning woman, who can tell fortunes, 
expound dreams, tell of things that be lost, and divine of accidents to come. She is 
called the good woman, who yet never did hurt. (3.1.26-29).  
                                                        
199 Paradoxical language and convoluted, imprecise means of revelation typify early modern prophecy. 
Prophetic figures in Shakespeare include Joan of Arc, Margery Jordon and Margaret of Anjou in 2 Henry VI, 
the Soothsayer in Julius Caesar, and of course the Weird Sisters in Macbeth. In 1622 John Fletcher and Philip 
Massinger collaborated on a play that features a sibyl as the protagonist, The Prophetess. All of these women 
deliver ambiguous prophecies that the recipient must then interpret. See Shakespeare, King Henry VI Part II and 
Julius Caesar; and John Fletcher and Philip Massinger, The Prophetess in Beaumont and Fletcher, Vol. V. 
Edited by A.R. Waller. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1907. 
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At various junctures in the play, Mother Bombie, in some fashion, performs all of these 
functions. Interestingly, Serena’s list moves outward, from the individual fortunes read 
through palmistry to the larger “accidents to come” that may affect all of those within the 
village. And yet this uncanny ability to discern not only an individual’s private fortunes but 
the health of an entire community (or even nation) contributes to the frequent erasure of any 
distinction between a cunning woman and a witch in the literature from the period. Serena’s 
claim that Mother Bombie “never did hurt” suggests that the wise woman could if she so 
desired. This shows the existence of a spectrum of good and evil, which also encompasses 
the figure of the deceiver: the cunning woman as operating in accord with Bacon’s 
understanding of cunning as avaricious, deliberately obscure, or simply foolish. In the play, 
we see Mother Bombie assertions work towards counteracting these negative connotations of 
the term in order to elevate her abilities to the status of a true art.   
 Maestius’s skepticism of Mother Bombie’s powers point to the ready elision between 
cunning as illicit, superstitious practice and as percipience. When the cunning woman claims 
that the “dame of the house” (3.1.24) is within, he scoffs, reading her outward signifiers as 
signs of witchcraft: “She might have said the ‘beldame,’ for her face, and years, and attire” 
(3.1.35-36). After her palm reading of the supposed siblings, Maestius further links the wise 
woman to charges of witchcraft, claiming that her prophesies are the “old saws of such old 
hags” (3.1.62) which originate from a witch’s malefic desire to undo her customers by 
creating “false fires, to lead one out of a plain path into a deep pit” (3.1.62-63).200 Locating 
                                                        
200 “Saws” carries connotations of pedantry or sententiousness, as in Jacques’ image of the judge in the fifth age 
of humankind in As You Like It:  
And then the justice, 
In fair round belly with good capon lined, 
With eyes severe and beard of formal cut, 
Full of wise saws and modern instances; 
And so he plays his part (2.7.154-158).  
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her knowledge as “old saws,” Maestius undercuts the prophetic wisdom Mother Bombie 
offers. Halfpenny, too, will worry about the visual signifiers of witchcraft, urging the 
audience to “Cross yourselves; look how she looks!” (3.4.88). Dromio echoes his co-plotter, 
claiming that looking away from the “witch” will prevent their transformations. He enjoins 
for spectators and his group of servants to “Mark her not; she’ll turn us all to apes!” (3.4.89). 
Both asides point to the unstable signifiers of Mother Bombie’s body and social position. As 
another play from the period demonstrates, demonic beings could transform humans into 
animal shapes; in Doctor Faustus Mephistopholes threatens to turn Robin and Ralph into an 
ape and a dog as punishment for their playful conjuration.201  
 Similar threats of demonic dealings and trickery feature in Maestius’ and Serena’s 
exchange with the cunning woman. The supposed “siblings” discount Mother Bombie’s 
readings, turning away from her door without reading more deeply into the possible truth-
claims in her pronouncement:  
 Mother Bombie: Let me see your hands, and look on me steadfastly with your eyes. 
 You shall be married tomorrow, hand in hand,  
 By the laws of God, Nature, and the land.  
 Your parents shall be glad, and give you their land. 
 You shall each of you displace a fool, 
 And both together must relieve a fool. 
 If this be not true, call me old fool. 
                                                        
 
201 Marlowe, Doctor Faustus in Christopher Marlowe: The Complete Plays, edited by Frank Romany and 
Robert Lindsey. New York: Penguin, 2003: Scene Nine.  
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Maestius picks up on Mother Bombie’s assertion of her powers and responds to her invitation 
of criticism. Although not considered overt fools like Accius and Silena, the supposed 
siblings adopt a similar epistemic skepticism to Mother Bombie’s readings:   
Maestius: This is my sister; marry we cannot. 
 Our parents are poor, and have no land to give us. 
 Each of us is a fool, 
 To come for counsel to such an old fool. (3.1.39-50) 
Maestius believes that the cunning woman lacks the necessary knowledge of his situation to 
offer this prognostication. Perhaps still holding Mother Bombie’s hand, he mimics her 
language and scorns the “old fool” for seeming to fail in her reading of the pair’s hands and 
eyes. Serena’s response to what she figures as a false prognostication is even more vitriolic 
and revolves on the question of ambiguous language: 
Serena: These doggerel rhymes and obscure words, coming out of the mouth of such 
a weather-beaten witch, are thought divinations of some holy spirit, being but dreams 
of decayed brains. (3.1.51-54) 
In refusing to take Mother Bombie seriously, Serena turns not to charges of witchcraft but to 
the argument that Mother Bombie is merely decrepit and mad. She snubs the cunning 
woman’s use of “doggerel rhymes,” despite the fact that many early modern prophecies were 
in verse.202 Notably, Mother Bombie is also characterized as “weather-beaten”—amid the 
elements, subject to the forces of nature. And yet Mother Bombie herself focuses on her 
relationship to nature through her prophecies. In her pronouncement to Vicinia, the mother of 
                                                        
202 For example, the prophecy of William Birch was printed on a broadside and in verse: A Warning to England, 
Let London Begin: To Repent Their Iniquitie, & Flie from Their Sin. London: 1565.  
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Accius and Silena, the cunning woman continually plays upon the various meanings of 
“natural” and “nature”: 
 In studying to be over-natural, 
 And all about a natural. 
 Thou shalt be eased of a charge, 
 If thou thy conscience discharge; 
 And this I commit to thy charge. (5.2.17-22) 
Mother Bombie does not read Vicinia’s palm here; instead her prophetic reading seems to 
derive from the information Vicinia provides—“I am troubled in the night with dreams, and 
in the day with fears” (5.2.12-13)—and from her powers of percipience that go unarticulated 
except through the many references to her cunning and the staging of her reading. Here, like 
cunning, “natural” is made to bear many meanings: exceedingly maternal in seeking her 
children’s wellbeing in the first instance, “natural” as vacuous in the second. But it is Mother 
Bombie’s many ties to the “natural” and “preternatural” that allow for this type of 
prognostication in the first place. 
 It is interesting to consider the staging of Mother Bombie’s reading of bodies. Each 
character comes to Mother Bombie. They knock at one of the presumably three stage doors 
and it opens to reveal the cunning woman sitting on a stool.203 Her stationary status renders 
her a figure of authority: Dromio and the other servants, for example, are chastised when 
they rasp at her door: “Nay, my house is no inn” (3.4.86). Mother Bombie refuses to 
acknowledge their boisterous jests when they accost her with demands that she interpret their 
                                                        




dreams and discover a lost spoon. Typically, when characters approach Mother Bombie she 
first questions why they have come, and often this introductory catechism is revelatory even 
when it seems on the surface to reveal little; Mother Bombie is able to grasp quickly the 
pains and desires of her clients after hearing only a few sentences. Vicinia admits without 
necessarily stating her fault that she is troubled: “Mine estate bare, which I cannot well bear; 
but my practices devilish, which I cannot recall. If, therefore, in these same years there be 
any deep skill, tell what my fortune shall be, and what my fault is” (5.2.13-16). At once 
Vicinia builds in both a test and anticipation of Mother Bombie’s accurate reading of the 
future. Based on the cunning woman’s “deep skill” and the experience of years, she “well 
knowest” Vicinia’s previous “practice” in exchanging her own children for others. For 
Silena, Serena, and Maestius, Mother Bombie also divines their futures from a close reading 
of their bodies, which in the case of Serena and Maestius involves not only chiromancy but 
also direct eye-contact so that she can read into the futures of the lovers. Perhaps most 
evocatively, each time Mother Bombie reads the body and future of her hopeful clients, we 
witness a close physical connection between the characters onstage. This is a process that 
involves intimacy, one in which Mother Bombie’s access to hidden knowledge is predicated 
upon her communion with her customers. Gazing upon their hands or in their eyes, Mother 
Bombie demands that the other characters recognize not only her ability, but her embodied 
presence.  
 Perhaps the most cunning moment of Mother Bombie’s reading involves the 
succession of dream interpretations she provides to the four servant boys in the play. When 
Dromio, Lucio, Halfpenny, and Risio come to Mother Bombie, three of the young boys 
recount their various, and certainly humorous, dreams. The servant boy dreamed of a piece of 
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beef dressed with a cloak of cabbage and accompanied by two “honourable pages with hats 
of mustard on their heads” (3.4.104-105). This piece of beef suffers from an excess of rheum 
and is provided with sack and beer, a moment that is both funny but also illustrative of the 
boy’s own desires. Lucio dreams that he envies this dish and attempts to pull out the cushion 
beneath it. He awoke from the dream but slumbered again, this time to dream of a leg of 
mutton. Importantly, Lucio explains that he dreamed this “in the dawning of the day” 
(3.4.100), a clue that signals for Mother Bombie the import of the dream; dreams during the 
morning were thought to be closer to the truth and more likely to be reliable signs of future 
outcomes. The physician William Vaughan, for example, argued “Dreames are either tokens 
of things past, or significants of things to come. And surely if a mans minde be free from 
cares, and he dreame in the morning, there is no doubt, but the affaires then dreamed of will 
truely come to passe.”204 Similarly, the content of the dream would have been subject to the 
types of interpretations found in ancient and contemporary dream manuals. According to 
Artemidorus, with English translations dating from the mid-seventeenth century but a Latin 
version available in 1546,205 dreaming of beef and other meats “signifye either neglect of 
businesse, or anger and Sicknesse.”206 Certainly Lucio is guilty of neglecting his business 
                                                        
204 William Vaughan, Approved Directions for Health, both Naturall and Artificiall. London: 1612: 61. 
Likewise, having consigned women to only the most surface applications of medicine, the physician James 
Primerose argued that they do possess some abilities in the healing arts: “For it is not a thing of such 
consequence, nor ought any Physician of note, or Surgeon to think worse of Women, which are borne for the 
care and service of men, if they doe their whole endeavour for the good of Mankinde; for they know how to 
make a bed well, boyle pottage, cullices, barley broth, make Almond milke, and they know many remedies for 
sundry diseases,” Popular Errours. Or the Errours of the People in Physick. London: 1651: 19. 
 
205 Carole Levin, Dreaming the English Renaissance: Politics and Desire in Court Culture. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008: 35. 
 
206 Daldianus Artemidorus, The Interpretation of Dreams Digested into Five Books. London: 1643: 43.  
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and under the threat of experiencing anger from his master. Mother Bombie also offers her 
own reading of the dream, a prognostication that is realized by the end of the play: 
 Mother Bombie: They that in the morning sleep dream of eating 
 Are in danger of sickness, or of beating, 
 Or shall hear of a wedding fresh a-beating. (3.4.128-130).   
Mother Bombie’s response betrays knowledge of Artemidorus’s pronouncement but also 
derives from her own knowledge of the future. Here she does not need the long textual 
tradition of palmistry and dream interpretation to read Lucio’s fortunes; instead her 
experiential knowledge is on display in this moment of humorous readings.  
Similarly, Mother Bombie interprets Halfpenny’s dream of gelded raisins and their 
destruction in a pot of porridge as due to his “years and humours,” which then produces her 
reading of Halfpenny’s entertaining account: 
 Mother Bombie: to children this is given from the gods, 
 To dream of milk, fruit, babies, and rods.  
 They betoken nothing, but that wantons must have rods. (3.4.155-157) 
There is no mention of legal trials or dried fruits in Thomas Hill or Artemidorus. Rather, 
Mother Bombie recognizes Halfpenny’s dream precisely for what it is: a child’s imaginative 
fancies. But Mother Bombie’s lack of reading here is just as significant as her interpretation 
of Lucio’s dream. As contemporary authors argued, not all dreams carried significance. 
According to Hill, “For those which are co[n]trary to this order, are not properly dreames, but 
be named vain dreames, no true signifiers of matters to come but rather shewers of the 
present affections and desiers of the body.”207 When Mother Bombie turns to Dromio and 
                                                        
207 Hill, The Moste Pleasuant Arte, 3.  
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reads his fortune in the lines of his hand, however, she once again relies on her arts of 
prognostication to read into his past and future:  
 Mother Bombie: Thy father doth live because he doth dye, 
 Thou hast spent all thy thrift with a die, 
 And so like a beggar thou shalt die. (3.4.174-176) 
Playing again with language—the various significations of “die”—Mother Bombie manages 
to interpret Dromio’s penchant for mischievousness and his future enactment of knavery. On 
stage, the prognostication may allude to a promise for more Dromio-esque characters who 
will perform their future gambols upon the early modern stage.208 Finally, the maid Rixula 
requests that Mother Bombie perform a different function: to discover her “stolen” spoon. 
But Mother Bombie immediately reveals that not only was the spoon simply mislaid, but that 
it was misplaced in the same location Rixula also lost her maidenhead. The servant instantly 
recalls the place and once again Mother Bombie, in offering in quick succession a panoply of 
readings to the servants, proves that she possesses the powers of true cunning. At the end of 
the play, Mother Bombie’s numerous readings—of bodies, the future, and the social milieu in 
which the desires and motivations of the various characters in the play coalesce—merit 
Memphio’s high praise: “Indeed, she is cunning and wise, never doing harm, but still 
practising good” (5.3.366-367).   
The narrative resolution depends on Mother Bombie’s influential reading of bodies 
and, paradoxically, the dissimulation of bodily markers that typically signify identity. In 
Vicinia’s dramatic revelation of her changeling-like swap of Accius and Silena for the true 
                                                        
208 And indeed we do get two Dromios in Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors. c. 1594. See The Comedy of 
Errors, edited by R.A. Foakes. Arden Second Series. New York: Bloomsbury, 1968. 
 
 107 
heirs of Memphio and Stellio, she undermines the science of moleosophy, in which one’s 
characteristics are visible through the markings upon the body. Unlike in Cymbeline, where 
Imogen’s mole under her breast is ostensibly proof that Iachimo has compromised her 
chastity, Vicinia’s erases a false mole imprinted behind Accius’s ear.209 As she admits, “Your 
son, Memphio, had a mole under his ear. I framed one under my child’s ear by art” (5.3.335-
336). Vicinia troubles the legitimacy of a vatic art, that espoused in texts like Hill’s 
addendum to his treatise on physiognomy, in which “If a man shall haue a Mole in any of the 
eares, doth argue that he shall be rich, and much reuerenced, and spoken of”210 Vicinia, 
however, erases this supposed signifier on Accius by rubbing the mole away with “the juice 
of mandrake” (5.3.337). A similar attempt upon Maestius’ mole, however, proves that he 
truly possesses the mark, because “[n]o herb can undo that nature hath done” (5.3.340-341). 
Both Mother Bombie’s direct intervention into the lives of the villages and the “art” or 
natural philosophical ability of Vicinia to manipulate natural signs enable the various 
conflicts of natural or unnatural desires in the play to be resolved.  
 Mother Bombie dilates the forms of knowledge regarding the future to include 
palmistry, dream prognostication, and the act of reading bodies and countenances. The 
cunning woman possesses true abilities, and each prophecy she utters, although obscure, 
manifests by the end of the drama. We are in the same position as Risio, who withholds 
belief in Bombie’s litany of prophecies until “I see whether all this be true that she hath said” 
(3.4.184-185). Early modern spectators would in fact witness her various predictions come to 
fruition, and her orchestration of these pronouncements depends on the multiple forms of 
                                                        
209 Shakespeare, Cymbeline, edited by J. M. Nosworthy. Arden Second Series. New York: Bloomsbury, 1969. 
 
210 Hill, The Contemplation of Mankinde, 128. 
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knowing she brings to bear on the bodies who crowd her doorstep. To each she offers true 
insight, and even shapes the course of the play through providing more than advice. She 
burdens Vicinia with revealing her illicit past—“I commit to thy charge”—in order to bring 
about the union of her most skeptical supplicants Maestius and Serena. Mother Bombie 
overturns the many charges of witchcraft from her doubters and instead maintains the more 
positive valences of cunning. This is a cunning that dabbles in superstition, but for the good-
willed Mother Bombie the positive outcomes outweigh the categorical risks that accompany 
her line of work. As we shall see, Heywood’s wise woman does not even need the efficacy of 
a Mother Bombie to also be considered cunning, and the Wise Woman of Hogsdon too takes 
on a directive role in actively shaping the lives of her clients.  
 
VI. “What reading can this simple Woman have?”: The Wise Woman of Hogsdon 
 
Against Mother Bombie’s definite contention that she is no witch, but rather that 
those who designate her as such speak falsely—“They lie. I am a cunning woman. 
(2.3.99)”—Thomas Heywood’s Wise Woman toes the line between demonic coconspirator 
and cunning woman much more dangerously. The Wise Woman of Hogsdon lacks true 
percipient abilities, but her meddling with the marriages of the villagers and her questionable 
motives in doing so leave her open much more so than Mother Bombie to charges of 
witchcraft. Once more we have a cunning woman who adopts superstitious practice, but the 
Wise Woman in Heywood’s play knows that she can play upon the beliefs of her clients for 
her own ends. Heywood’s The Wise Woman of Hogsdon was first published in quarto in 
1638. The play capitalizes on many of the comedic elements of contemporary drama: an 
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abandoned female disguised as a page to win her lover back (and confusingly named 2nd 
Luce, to distinguish her from the other object of the suitor Master Chartley’s affection, the 1st 
Luce), gallants of various “humors” who woo ineffectively, and servants adept in word-play. 
As in Mother Bombie, the titular character orchestrates the various pairings achieved at the 
end of the play. However, the figure of the Wise Woman in Heywood’s drama is no 
benevolent puppet-master: she is a figure of satire akin in many ways to Jonson’s Ursula in 
Bartholomew Fair. Instead of possessing any true prognostic skills, the Wise Woman of 
Hogsdon touts her ability in tricking her clients into believing that she has divine 
dispensation to alleviate the many problems of the villagers in Hogsdon.  
Adopting this divine dispensation, however, is not simply rhetorical. The Wise 
Woman must counter the language of demonism running throughout the play. The possible 
intervention of Satan is introduced in the first line, in which a group of gentlemen are 
returning from a session of gambling. As Master Chartley claims, “now if the Devill have 
bones, these Dyce are made of his” (1.1). Chartley has diced away an extravagant amount of 
money, hinting at the moral lassitude of the villagers the Wise Woman will serve. The motif 
of gambling creates an apt frame for the Wise Woman’s own financial activities, which hinge 
on cheating and her reading the body of potential ways to gull others. We learn quickly that 
the landscape of the village is one in which a woman “hath no fault in the world but one, and 
that is, shee is honest” (1.1). Chartley’s machinations play upon the permeable boundaries 
between honestly and illicit practice. He proposes that Luce marry and bed him, but that he 
still remain known among his friends as a bachelor. Such an exploit, the cause unknown to 
the susceptible Luce, reminds her of the figure who can orchestrate their coupling. For 1st 
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Luce, the Wise Woman is a resource, able to arrange for a secret marriage between her and 
Chartley:  
Luce: If your purpose to be so privately married, I know one excellent at such an 
exploit: you are not acquainted with the Wise-woman of Hogsdon? 
Chartley: O the Witch, the Beldame, the Hagge of Hogsdon. 
Luce: The same, but I hold her to bee of no such condition. (1.2) 
1st Luce asserts that the Wise Woman is of a good character and no witch nor hag. Her belief 
in the cunning woman’s “condition” as an altruistic practitioner of the prognostic arts then 
leads 1st Luce to devise an “exploit” that will entail the Wise Woman’s help. The fact that the 
most virtuous (if a bit naïve) character in the play relies upon the Wise Woman’s assistance 
should point us to her social value as a mediator among the complex social pairings in the 
play. And yet once again, a male suitor in a play with a cunning woman maligns her position. 
Conflating a number of epithets, Chartley’s claim that the Wise Woman is indeed a witch 
echoes Maestius’s sneer against Mother Bombie. 1st Luce, however, maintains that the Wise 
Woman is an honest figure, always ready to enact “such a stratagem,” that, in truth, hints 
more towards her role as a bawd than that of a magical practitioner.  
Even in a drama that deliberately pokes fun at the credulousness of its characters and 
the self-interest of the Wise Woman, her reading of bodies and the social milieu in which 
these characters move is ultimately placed on a similar plane as Mother Bombie’s. As Diane 
Purkiss observes of Heywood’s Wise Woman, “[s]imple belief in her power is enough; 
whether or not she can perform magic is irrelevant, as long as the other characters think she 
can.”211 Crediting her powers, the other characters in the play redirect proper faith in divine 
                                                        
211 Purkiss, “Witchcraft in Early Modern Literature,” in The Oxford Handbook of Witchcraft in Early Modern 
Europe and Colonial America, edited by Brian Levack. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013: 136. Purkiss 
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providence to the Wise Woman herself. She is a figure whom others depend upon for highly 
exigent and private needs. This paradox is one of superstition, in which the cunning woman 
both inhabits and resists the problematic association of her practices with witchcraft. The 
Wise Woman in Heywood’s drama, however, adopts the forms of cunning without 
possessing the internal qualities that Mother Bombie’s prognostications and bodily readings 
display. However, the early modern stage unravels any binary we—or early modern clerics—
might wish to impose upon the efficacy of magical practice. Such a distinction does not hold, 
for the Wise Woman’s “stratagem[‘s]” are as equally efficacious as those of Mother 
Bombie’s. Both traffic in superstitious forms of ritualized reading, and yet the source of their 
powers, as Purkiss briefly notes, is less significant than their active shaping of narrative 
outcomes. The two plays speak to each other, each inscribing a space for the cunning woman 
to effect change. Even their clients are similar. Both Rixula in Mother Bombie and a Kitchen-
Maid in The Wise Woman ask “whether I be a Maid or no” (Wise Woman 2.1). The joke 
applies equally in the late sixteenth and the early seventeenth centuries, but it also suggests 
that the cunning woman aligns neatly with the professional position of the midwife, knowing 
the “secrets” of a woman’s body perhaps better than she herself does. Her cunning, her craft, 
is a trade in knowledge. The superstitious practices that bear on such a professional role, 
however, are pushed to the background as we watch each cunning woman shape others 
through a type of cunning theatricality, a method of knowledge that depends on knowing the 
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folk on the early modern stage but conflates male magicians with cunning folk. I find that while the two 
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bodies and desires of others instead of any powers in demonic invocation, as we shall see in 
Chapter Three.   
When we first meet the Wise Woman, she is pressed upon by a crowd of clients, 
primarily women, who all require her services. As the jurist Richard Bernard argued, the 
wise woman’s main role was one of healing, powers which she derived from the devil: “The 
profession of these Witches [and cunning women] is, for the most part, to heale and cure 
such as bee taken, blasted, strucken, forespoken, as they vse to speake, and bewitched: all 
which cures they doe by their compact with the Deuill.”212 Thus a man comes bearing his 
ailing wife’s urine for the Wise Woman to diagnose. Throughout the Wise Woman’s 
boisterous dwelling are prostitutes, chambers for assignations, and other contraptions that 
then allow for others to regard the Wise Woman as magically cunning. For example, she 
hires the disguised 2nd Luce to question her clients at the door. Meanwhile, the Wise Woman 
remains closeted nearby, overhearing the conversation. When she emerges, as she explains to 
Luce, she recounts the previous exchange and thus amazes her potential clients with her 
supposed knowledge of the reason for their arrival.  
Immediately we learn that the Wise Woman serves an important role in the 
community. Her first lines emphasize the crowds that come to her for help: “Fie, fie, what a 
toyle, and a moyle it is, / For a woman to bee wiser then all her neighbours” (2.1). As 
unabashed as her language is, this brazen claim points to the contemporary popularity of 
cunning folk as necessary founts of knowledge amid a host of uncertainties. Her clients care 
less about the movement of the heavens or the sources of her powers and more about how 
their individual ills might be remedied. The Wise Woman of Hogsdon is thoroughly 
                                                        
212 Richard Bernard, A Guide to Grand-Iury Men Diuided into Two Bookes. London: 1627: 130.  
 
 113 
conscious of her position and her relationship to other cunning folk. She outlines the various 
arts that are the specialty of various cunning women and prophetesses in the locality. In 
presenting such a dizzying list, Heywood gestures towards the ubiquity of cunning folk in 
early modern England. Acknowledging this phenomenon, the Wise Woman asserts her own 
place within such an unusual hierarchy. Unlike the specializations of the other cunning folk, 
she is a generalist, her skills so far-reaching as to help sick, victimized, and anxious clients 
alike.  
Ey, I warrant you I thinke I can see as farre into a Mill-stone as another: you have 
heard of Mother Nottingham, who for her time, was prettily well skill’d in casting of 
Waters: and after her, Mother Bombye; and then there is one Hatfield in Pepper-
Alley, hee doth prettie well for a thing that’s lost. There’s another in Coleharbour, 
that’s skill’d in the Planets. Mother Sturton in Goulden-lane, is for Fore-speaking: 
Mother Phillips of the Banke-side, for the weaknesse of the backe: and then there’s a 
very reverent Matron on Clarkenwell-Green, good at many things: Mistris Mary on 
the Banke-side, is for recting a Figure: and one (what doe you call her) in 
Westminster, that practiseth the Booke and the Key, and the Sieve and the Shears: and 
all doe well, according to their talent. For my selfe, let the world speake (2.1) 
Beyond the reference to Mother Bombie, the Wise Woman also mentions male practitioners 
and the scale of learning professed by cunning folk more broadly. The many forms of healing 
and prognostication, the Wise Woman intimates, are important for leveling out some of the 
contemporary anxieties and limited options available to those whose futures depended 
heavily on the weather, the amount of food available, the marriageable partners one could 
expect, and the stolen goods that could be recovered.  
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There are of course more unsavory aspects of the Wise Woman’s profession. As a 
home for unwed expecting mothers, the Wise Woman also runs a scheme in which she 
houses several midwives and subsequently drops off the illegitimate infants on the doorsteps 
of wealthy men. By redistributing the village’s unwanted children to financially stable 
homes, however, the Wise Woman works towards providing these babes homes instead of, as 
was often the case, leaving them outdoors to die of exposure. It is, as she brags, a skill that is 
“another string to my Bowe” (3.1), offering to the impoverished a place to deliver children 
who would otherwise be castigated, and redistributing the chances for wellbeing that these 
illegitimate children might not have had otherwise. In this sly move, the Wise Woman also 
hints that the doorsteps on which these children are left belong to men who equally deserve 
punishment for their wrongdoings and thus, in an offhand way, the Wise Woman delivers a 
type of justice to those often more impervious to scapegoating.  
Both Luce’s are potential customers to the Wise Woman because of their precarious 
positions. Although neither has slept with Chartley, his flippant treatment of women renders 
them vulnerable to charges of dishonestly. Jilted by Chartley, 2nd Luce overhears his proposal 
to 1st Luce. The abandoned mistress learns quickly that the Wise Woman’s home is a space 
of improvisation, one in which “these Aymes shall bee brought to Action” (1.2). 2nd Luce 
sees through her exploits, but also admires her “cunning” for what the art can expose. After 
disclaiming against the Wise Woman and her customers, 2nd Luce admits that the cunning 
woman possesses a true “mystery”:213 
2nd Luce: ‘Tis strange the Ignorant should be thus fool’d.  
What can this Witch, this Wizard, or old Trot, 
                                                        
213 All in-text citations are from Thomas Heywood, A Critical Edition of Thomas Heywood’s The Wise Woman 
of Hogsdon. Edited by Michael H. Leonard. New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1980.  
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Doe by Inchantment, or by Magicke spell? 
Such as professe that Art should be deepe Schollers. 
What reading can this simple Woman have? 
‘Tis palpable grosse foolery. (2.1) 
2nd Luce identifies the usefulness of the Wise Woman and her trickery is, throughout the 
course of the play, raised to the level of a valid practice, despite its roots in legerdemain. As 
2nd Luce admits, the “reading” that this simple Woman possesses moves beyond prophesying 
the future and instead relies upon a canny reading of her clients’ desires. It is, in 2nd Luce’s 
words, sincerely “a cunning Woman; / neither hath shee her name for nothing, who out of / 
her ignorance, can foole so many that thinke them- / selves wise” (3.1).  
 Like the Wise Woman’s list of fellow cunning practitioners, the now drunk Chartley 
offers his own catalogue of descriptors. He rails against the Wise Woman in a torrent of 
epithets that speaks to her potential association with illicit demonic and sexual practices: 
“You Inchantresse, Sorceresse, Shee-devill; you Madam Hectate, Lady Proserpine, you are 
too old, you Hagge, now, for conjuring up Spirits your selfe; but you keep prettie yong 
Witches under your roofe, that can doe that” (2.1). The Wise Woman refutes both charges, 
enfolding the young women she keeps into the innocuous label of “family”: “I, or my Family 
conjure up any Spirits! I defie thee, thou yong Hare-brain’d—” (2.1). Her insistence on the 
harmlessness of her science contrasts starkly with Chartley’s untoward ire. 2nd Luce, in 
disguise and now in the Wise Woman’s service, watches her former lover attack her new 
employer and suggests to the Wise Woman that the best revenge will be to prevent his 
marriage to 1st Luce. The Wise Woman assents, promising to “shew him a new tricke for his 
learning” (2.1). Despite the ostensible educational background of Chartley and the other 
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gallants in the play, the Wise Woman will bring her improvisational, gulling knowledge to 
counteract on his verbal abuses.  
 The Wise Woman refuses to admit any charge of demonic conjuring, but she also 
readily claims a near-corollary in her vatic skills. Another suitor to 1st Luce, Master Boyster, 
requests the Wise Woman’s assistance. Upon asking her if she is wise, the Wise Woman 
sounds strangely like the inverse of Iago, asserting “I am as I am, and there’s an end” 
(2.1).214 Boyster is more explicit in his following question, asking if she can conjure. “Oh 
that’s a foule word!” responds the Wise Woman, continuing by nonetheless retailing services 
that many in the period thought could only be achieved through demonic invocation, “but I 
can tell you your Fortune, as they say; I have some little skill in Palmistry, but never had to 
doe with the devil” (2.1). Writing in refutation of Scot’s unorthodox skepticism on the 
existence of witches, Henry Holland describes the “artificial” practices of divination, a 
division he derived from Cicero: “vnto the artificiall appertaine all those artes, which men 
(saith hee [i.e., Cicero]) haue learned by long obseruation, Astrologie, Palmistrie, and such 
like: these we say, are mixt diabolicall, and belong vnto the secret couenant and 
confederacie, which Sathan hath with witches.”215 Just as the person of the cunning woman 
could readily slip into that of the witch, her services could be figured as demonic in origin 
and effectiveness. The categorical confusion persists throughout the play, as when Sencer 
avers he will visit this cipher, “the looming womans, the fortune tellers, the any thing, the 
nothing, this over against mother Red-caps” (4.1). From demonic witch, to wizened hag, to 
                                                        
214 Iago’s famous lines aver dissimulation—“I am not what I am” (1.1.64)—while the Wise Woman seemingly 
welcomes various interpretations of her body, offering a version of “what you see is what you get.” See Othello, 
edited by E. A. J. Honigmann. Arden Third Series. New York: Bloomsbury, 1996. 
 
215 Henry Holland, A Treatise against VVitchcraft. London: 1590: A4v. 
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now nothing: the Wise Woman’s many signifiers eventually slip out of anyone’s rhetorical 
grasp, and she is the “any thing” or “nothing” that others project upon in moments of crisis.  
 The uncertainty regarding the Wise Woman’s position as I have been describing is 
emphasized by the secrecy associated with turning to a non-religious figure for help. One 
widow tells the Wise Woman “I would not have it knowne to my Neighbours, that I come to 
a Wise-woman for any thing, by my truly” (2.1). The Wise Woman stumbles over identifying 
why this woman has come, but the humorous exchange illustrates the anxiety attached to 
acquiring knowledge of one’s future:  
Wise Woman:  You are a Wagge, you are a Wagge:  
   why, what doe you thinke now I would say?  
Woman:   Perhaps, to know how many Husbands I should have. 
Wise Woman:  And if I should say so, should I say amisse?  
Woman:   I thinke you are a Witch. (2.1).  
Impervious to the verbal prompting that provides the Wise Woman with the necessary 
answers for why the Woman has come to her, she is impressed, attributing the Wise 
Woman’s abilities to a demonic relationship. The Wise Woman actually promotes this 
perspective, however, by claiming that she will derive her knowledge of the woman’s fate 
from a collection of arcane texts: “In, in, Ile but reade a little of Ptolomie’ and Erra Pater: 
and when I have cast a Figure, Ile come to you presently” (2.1). She later confesses to 2nd 
Luce why she postures with text in hand. 2nd Luce questions her searchingly: “are you so / 
cunning as you make your selfe; you can / Neither write nor reade, what doe you with those / 
Bookes you so often turne over?” (3.1). Equating literacy with cunning knowledge, 2nd Luce 
is soon disabused of such a notion. The texts are mere props, as the Wise Woman relates: 
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“Why tell the leaves; for to be ignorant, and seeme ignorant, what greater folly?” (3.1). A 
paradoxically wise sentiment, the cunning woman apparels her lack of textual learning in a 
veneer of deep reading in textual authorities. She has the insight to know which authors’ 
names resonate impressively, and she enacts the postures of scanning a text while she, in 
truth, scans the possibilities for deception and profit in her awaiting clienteles’ needs.  
Abetting 2nd Luce’s designation of the Wise Woman as “Witch…Wizard, or old Trot” 
(2.1), the Wise Woman theatrically improvises with the sources of knowledge she claims 
provide her with genuine percipience. After witnessing and seeing through the Wise 
Woman’s various tricks for posing as cunning, 2nd Luce resolves to work for her as a young 
serving boy. She knows that the Wise Woman possesses “wicked experience” but concludes 
that there is something valuable to be gained from acting as apprentice to someone with this 
form of understanding. As she relates in an aside: “Ile serve her, bee’t but to pry into the 
mysterie of her Science” (2.1). The Wise Woman welcomes this transmission of knowledge 
too when she proposes a mock initiation into her rites of cunning. She jocularly insists to 2nd 
Luce “I must have thee sworne to the orders of my house, and the secrets thereof” (3.1). 2nd 
Luce is quickly versed in the Wise Woman’s secrets, seeing through but also admiring them. 
Serving as a choric figure to point out her ploys, 2nd Luce, despite herself, ultimately 
emphasizes the craft, or artfulness, of this Wise Woman’s cunning: “Beleeve me, this is a 
cunning Woman; neither hath shee her name for nothing, who out her ignorance, can foole so 
many that thinke themselves wise” (3.1). Making creative use of her lack of formal 
education, what 2nd Luce here terms ignorance, the Wise Woman lives up to the valences of 
wisdom that accompany her title.   
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 2nd Luce concludes that the Wise Woman’s practice is “no Trade, but a Mysterie” 
(3.1). And yet the Wise Woman, in another moment of cataloguing for the audience and her 
own gratification the many particularities of her business in cunning, recounts her 
professional practices in a list that seem to suggest that she is certainly in the trade of 
trickery. First in the broader social estimation is her ability to prognosticate the future: “Let 
mee see how many Trades have I to live by: First, I am a Wise-Woman, and a Fortune-teller, 
and under that I deale in Physicke and Fore-speaking, in Palmistry, and recovering of things 
lost” (3.1). In these arts the cunning woman is firmly in the same cohort as the other cunning 
folk she lists above. But she also offers her services through the curing of “Madd folks” and 
keeping “Gentlewomen Lodgers, to furnish such Chambers” as she rents out at night (3.1). 
Her cataloguing concludes with an assertion that the play itself substantiates: “Shee that is 
but one, and professeth so many, may well bee tearmed a Wise-woman, if there bee any” 
(3.1). She is Sencer’s “any thing,” but proudly so, recognizing that the many valences of 
cunning can be used creatively rather than proscriptively.  
 In The Wise Woman of Hogsdon, the cunning woman’s home is just as key to her 
services as her person. By offering a sanctuary for the various ills that afflict the villagers, the 
Wise Woman is able to structure the lives of those who turn to her for help. Her “reading” 
throughout has been one contingent upon the spatial agency she exerts in her home—catering 
to expectant mothers, forlorn lovers, beguiling servants, foolish pedants, and many more, the 
Wise Woman’s home and her directives within that space then allow for her take charge of 
the numerous points of anxiety that beset the other characters. Her “mystery,” ultimately, is a 
trade, one in which she does not explicitly draw on any text (or, rather, uses astrological texts 
like Ptolemy’s works to intimate arcane, magical competency). Nonetheless, her practices 
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achieve the same results as those promised by Hill and other authors of prognostication. As 
she chess-like directs the moves of various players in the marriage plots of the drama, she 
promises that each will obtain his or her desires. In doing so, her supplicants “shall report 
mee wise and cunning too” (4.1). The Wise Woman, then, plays with the interstices between 
categories of identity, here untangling the associations between wise and cunning to suggest 
different axes of craftiness. Her wisdom, evident in her name, is not the same as her cunning 
manipulation of bodies onstage. But both terms suggest a type of knowledge beyond text or 
magical ability, instead relishing the craftiness of cunning. Although certain to have been 
catalogued in Bacon’s list of those damaging individuals of cunning, the Wise Woman of 
Hogsdon works to solve the many, and real, problems of her clients. She embodies a 
powerful assertion of her role and the value that these cunning women played in the early 




Lyly’s Mother Bombie and Heywood’s The Wise Woman of Hogsdon show us two 
different images of the cunning woman in early modern society: one, a heavenly inspired 
reader of dreams, the other a sharp reader of human nature without any magical or vatic 
abilities. And yet both dramas expose the possibilities in the cunning woman’s practices, 
indicating that the cunning woman possesses a type of knowledge that does not necessarily 
rely upon preternatural promptings or the desire to deceive. The source of this cunning—
whether magical, theatrical, or both—is less important than the type of knowledge that the 
cunning woman employs in her art of prognostication. Contemporary literature variously 
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condemned and lauded the cunning woman. And yet as a craft, cunning was a necessary 
profession in solving many problems: how to read the signs of the environment, and how to 
understand the omens writ upon bodies and within dreams. The cunning woman on the early 
modern stage is cunning in its many senses of the term, and her abilities in interpretation 
become more important for her profession than the source of her art. If the Wise Woman of 
Hogsdon is in the same cohort as Mother Bombie, the shared link between the two is 
primarily how they overcome the negative associations of cunning to enact a mystery, an art, 
or the cunning craft. Turning the negative association of superstition on its head, these 
women mimic the ceremonialism of religious practice onstage not as a perversion, but rather 
as a viable means to assuage the social and physical irruptions in village life. The effect is 
one of economic, psychic and even magical ramifications, and the result is that through the 
cunning woman’s reading of bodies she is able to orchestrate the happy pairings in each 
comedic plot. As I have argued here, Mother Bombie and the Wise Woman of Hogsdon 
adopt the discourses of a variety of sciences and arts in the period, but ultimately their 
primary craft is one of theatrical manipulation. They transform contemporary idioms of 
superstition and cunning to fit the contingencies of village life and the very real social and 






















During 1596 and 1597, the Catholic housewife Avid Allen, married to a 
cheesemonger named William, visited the famous astrologer Simon Forman, who cast 
twenty-seven separate horoscopes for his patient, beyond the many others regarding Allen he 
calculated in her absence.216 A more imbricated network of lovers and rendered services is 
hard to imagine. Allen was also Forman’s lover, and yet she continually asked the astrologer 
questions about her husband’s fidelity. William Allen, too, visited Forman, once on his dying 
wife’s behalf without her knowledge. Throughout her affair with Forman, Allen was 
accusatory, fickle, and would sometimes refuse to see the astrologer, questioning at one point 
a set of bloody sheets found in Forman’s bedchamber.217 Nonetheless, Allen came to him 
                                                        
216 According to the editors of The Casebooks Project, Forman recorded over 10,000 consultations between 
1596 and 1603. Unfortunately, what must be tens of thousands of consultations from before and after this date 
are missing, given that his practice began in the 1580s. As the editors note, 90% of the consultations concerned 
the patient’s health, while the remaining 10% covered a wide range of social and political problems, including 
marital relationships, demonic forces or threats, travel, and stolen property, among others. See Lauren Kassell, 
editor, with Michael Hawkins, Robert Ralley and John Young, "Introduction to the Casebooks," Casebooks 
Project, http://www.magicandmedicine.hps.cam.ac.uk/the-manuscripts/introduction-to-the-casebooks. Accessed 
2015-3-6.  
 
217 According to A. L. Rowse, the affair began much earlier, in 1593. Unfortunately, while we do have 
Forman’s diary from this period, we lack the horoscopes he cast before 1596. Additionally, Rowse discovered 
that Allen and Forman shared an interest in distillation, suggesting further the medical, erotic, and social 
imbrication of the two lovers. See Simon Forman: Sex and Society in Shakespeare’s Age. London: Weidenfeld 
and Nicolson, 1974: 51-69.  
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repeatedly with highly personal questions, not only about her marriage but also her body. She 
sought advice, for example, whether it was “beste to stop her Course or noe.”218 She also 
worried about secret enemies, the trust she should place in traveling companions, and which 
servants to retain or dismiss. Alone, Forman copied out horary horoscopes with pressing, 
escalating inquiries: Was Allen at home? Should he visit her? Was she sleeping with his 
servant? Where might they be sleeping together? In Allen’s own home? In the garden? The 
thirty-seven horoscopes Forman cast about Allen tend to focus on her body and her home, 
sometimes conflating the two. He continually wonders whether it might be appropriate to go 
visit her, perhaps to engage in halke, his code-word for sexual intercourse.219   
Throughout this exceedingly charged, intimate relationship with the person delivering 
her fortunes, Allen appears continually beset with the need to understand the unfolding signs 
of deception or desire from those around her. I begin with a matrix of relationships that seem 
rife with potential disasters, apt indeed for the plot of a contemporary domestic tragedy or 
comedy, in order to emphasize the ways a frame of astrological thinking shaped early 
modern understanding about agency, providence, and women’s participation in contemporary 
natural philosophical investigation. In this chapter I turn to the early modern science of 
astrology, which provided individuals in the period with a method for understanding one’s 
place—particularly a woman’s place—in a shifting epistemic landscape. As we shall see, the 
sciences of the stars were in flux in the period, and rather than bemoaning an uncertain 
                                                        
218 Forman, Case 1109, 20 January 1597, 9:05 a.m.  
 
219 In many ways, Doctor Glister in The Family of Love represents the troubling access doctors and conjurors—
and the conflation of the two—had to women in the period. Doctor Glister is also known as a magician, and he 
administers “pills” to the apothecary’s wife Mistress Purge in an adulterous affair, one that also hints at his 
potential use or abuse of a reputation in cunning to fulfill his own desires. See Middleton (attrib.), The Family of 
Love, edited by Simon Shepherd. Nottingham: Nottingham Drama Texts, 1979.  
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foundation in this shifting science, Shakespeare capitalizes on its changeability and openness 
to revision. Turning to astral ways of thinking, Shakespeare shows how such a perspective 
affords circumventing the ingrained social and professional methods for restricting Helena’s 
movement. In using the sidereal creatively, Helena challenges a reading of the period’s 
astrology as merely deterministic or providential.220 Instead, cunningly playing with 
astrology’s methods, including its relationship to medical practice, can reverse the direction 
of heavenly influence, rendering Helena an agent in a cosmos of preternatural and natural 
agents.  
Critics have puzzled over the change in attitude to the stars that Helena articulates in 
the first scene, an about-face that troubles how we understand the validity of astrological 
sciences in the period:  
 Our remedies oft in ourselves do lie, 
 Which we ascribe to heaven; the fated sky 
 Gives us free scope, only doth backward pull 
 Our slow designs when we ourselves are dull.  
 What power is it which mounts my love so high, 
 That makes me see, and cannot feed mine eye? 
                                                        
220 Astrology’s providentialism furnished opponents of the science with their main points of contention. I 
discuss this aspect of astrology’s place in contemporary discourses below, but here it is important to keep in 
mind the sidereal sciences’ contentious relationship to other epistemic frameworks—particularly religion—in 
the period. Robin Barnes, for example, notes its indeterminate, wavering position in both histories of science 
and religion:  
 On the one hand, as historians of science have long understood, astrology in the ancient, medieval, and 
 early modern worlds contributed in basic ways to an emphasis on precise observation, to the 
 systematization of natural knowledge, to mathematical theory, and to concepts of natural law. Yet both 
 as theory and as practical art it was also fundamentally religious in the sense that it sought to take the 
 very pulse of the universe, to grasp the essential links between the individual and the cosmos, to orient 
 the self in the world.    
Robin Barnes, Astrology and Reformation. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016: 7.  
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 The mightiest space in fortune nature brings 
 To join like likes, and kiss like native things.  
 Impossible be strange attempts to those 
 That weight their pains in sense, and do suppose 
 What hath been cannot be. Who ever strove  
 To show her merit that did miss her love? 1.1.212-223.  
But what has gone unremarked is the ambiguity in Helena’s lines, the equal sharing of 
influence and motive among her and the heavens. This is not a strict providentialism, but 
rather a more flexible, adaptable understanding of the different destinies the stars might 
shape for their human subjects. Helena’s perspective requires human motivation and will; 
and she brings this perspective, as we shall see, to her other sites of knowledge, most notably 
her receipts for curing the King. The heavens are still an actor in this drama, for it does 
“backward pull” when it witnesses humans as “dull.” Helena’s question regarding “[w]hat 
power is it which mounts my love so high” is also an acknowledgement of astral agency, 
albeit the stars here cleverly align with her own desires. In figuring the stars as prompters 
rather than strictly movers of human beings, Helena is not advocating for a complete 
overturning of astrological thinking. Instead, she is fitting the science to the situation at hand, 
personalizing the discourses of astrology to occasion her own “retrograde” desires. In this 
case, Shakespeare unequivocally takes up the issue of fate and free will from within the 
astrological sciences.  
I argue that Shakespeare’s comedy All’s Well That Ends Well powerfully interlaces 
sidereal discourse with Helena’s multiple forms of expertise. In her unceasing attempts to 
rehabilitate King, husband, and her own lowly status, Helena harnesses the language of the 
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heavens in order to legitimize her trajectory from those “baser stars” (1.1.179) to Bertram’s 
own elevated “sphere” (1.1.87).221 Unlike cunning folks’ magical practices or, as we shall see 
in later chapters, the epistemic tricks of criminal cant and conjuring, astrology for many in 
the period represented a genuine science. Renaissance astrology asked how the stars, planets, 
and their movements affected the earth and the creatures upon it. With a tradition of reading 
the heavens that went back thousands of years, periodic royal and religious sanction, and the 
exponentially growing print market of astrological handbooks and almanacs, the sidereal 
sciences were, in some sense, thriving.222 At the same time, astrology and prognostication 
could be dangerous political and religious tools, and those who adopted the rhetorical tools of 
astral thinking, like Helena in All’s Well, situated themselves in the provocative 
contemporary debates surrounding the legitimacy of gazing upwards to read and predict the 
motions of changeable human agents below. Helena is certainly aware of these intricate 
debates, particularly during her exchange with Paroles, and yet she manipulates these issues 
cunningly—she garners but then moves beyond the providentialism of contemporary 
astrology to fashion her own reading of the stars, one that echoes Forman’s own horoscopes 
in their revolutions upon the most intimate bodily questions. Instead of simply dismissing 
astrology as epistemically preventative to her movement among higher spheres, Helena 
recognizes the fundamentally elastic qualities to astral observation.  
                                                        
221 Shakespeare, All’s Well That Ends Well, edited by G. K. Hunter. Arden Second Series. New York: 
Bloomsbury, rpr. 2013. All in-text citations are from this edition. 
 
222 These influences traversed horizontal and vertical planes, for print might have furthered the growing interest 
in astrology or vice versa. In Thomas’s account, Shakespeare’s writings coincided with the surge of astrological 
printings from the period: “If the prestige of astrology is to be measured by the publication of astrological 
works, then the story is one of a peak reached at around the end of the sixteenth century, followed by a 
discernible lull in the twenty years before the Civil War, and thereafter an unprecedented torrent of publication, 
which began with the War, but went on until the end of the seventeenth century.” See Religion and the Decline 
of Magic, 341.  
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In what follows I focus on astrological discourses and their epistemic provocations in 
the contemporary print market and Shakespeare’s All’s Well. The surprising frequency of 
astrological images evoked at various junctures in the play point to Helena’s troubled social 
position in the courtly circles she moves. I start with an exploration of the disquieting range 
of knowledge avowed in contemporary astrological literature alongside both the stage’s and 
poetry’s metaphorical uses of the stars. Allying with contemporary natural philosophical 
discourse, to a degree often unacknowledged in scholarship, All’s Well provokingly adopts 
the cultural practice of reading the stars as a means for marking out a territory of human will 
within a seemingly directive and unforgiving cosmos. Like in my discussion of Pericles, I 
show how a figure’s growing intuition of the more nuanced readings of the cosmos available 
in cheap print can change their understanding of fate; and such a commitment of the play 
does not necessarily mean disowning the sense of the wondrous and magical inflected in 
astrology itself. Part of Helena’s miraculous cure of the King finds its parallel in the period’s 
imbrication of magic and astrology. Recognizing not only the generative contingencies of 
astrological readings but also the magical possibilities that such knowledge can uncover, 
Helena’s position as “Doctor She” designates much more than a title of medical practitioner. 
Rather, she is a cunning doctor, one who like Forman adopts an accommodational and 
willing stance in her wielding of sidereal scientific conceits.  
 
II. Mapping the Stars in Early Modern Print 
 
The print market furnished a growing supply of astrological handbooks and almanacs 
throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, despite increasing criticism from quarters 
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in the New Science that astrology was the disreputable handmaiden to the more quantitative 
science of astronomy.223 Combating a long tradition from classical antiquity in which 
astrology was an orthodox means for understanding human motivation and agency, dissident 
scholars and clerics struggled against the providentialism such epistemic frameworks 
implied.224 Nonetheless, countless early modern citizens like Allen continued to consult to 
astrologers, and the print market and stage both responded to these debates with zeal, often 
selecting disparate sources and authorities in its claims for venerable efficacy.225 This can be 
seen, for example, in John Maplet’s heterogeneous descriptors for his subject matter in the 
astrological pamphlet The Dial of Destiny, which is rendered in the title as an exposition of 
the planets “as well astrologically, as poetically, and philosophically.”226 As the following 
discussion reveals, although there was certainly antagonism directed towards reading the 
skies, astrology and its metaphors effectively saturated the cultural idioms of early modern 
England. To weigh in on these debates, as Helena’s actions and language evince her actively 
doing, was to court ridicule or, on the other hand, to offer valuable knowledge within this 
                                                        
223 William Eamon charts astrology’s place in the wider currents of thought and practice in the period, arguing 
that “[t]he idea that the planets and stars transmitted qualities that influenced earthly events was ingrained in 
popular culture.” “Astrology and Society,” in A Companion to Astrology in the Renaissance, edited by Brendan 
Dooley. Lieden; Boston: Brill, 2014: 144.  
 
224 Although this is certainly how many detractors understood astrology. As Alexandra Walsham notes, “[e]ven 
more alarming to Protestant ministers was the growing interest of contemporaries in judicial astrology, the 
science of determining the occult influence of the stars, sun, moon, and other celestial bodies on human affairs” 
(18). See Providence in Early Modern England. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.  
 
225 The editors of An Index of Characters in Early Modern English Drama record sixteen characters or groups 
of characters called Astrologer in the plays and entertainments from the period. See Thomas L. Berger, William 
C. Bradford and Sidney L. Sondergard (eds.), An Index of Characters in Early Modern English Drama Printed 
Plays, 1500-1660. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998: 21.  
 
226 John Maplet, The Diall of Destiny A Booke Very Delectable and Pleasaunt: wherein May Be Seene the 
Continuall and Customable Course, Disposition, Qualities, Effectes, and Influence of the Seuen Planets ouer All 
Kyndes of Creatures Here Belowe: also the Seuerall and Sundry Situation of Countryes and Kingdomes. 
London: 1581.  
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flurry of different positions of knowledge. The pervasive interpenetration of literary 
expression, print market, and astral science led to a productive hybridity for the creation of 
knowledge regarding the ways the early moderns could conceptualize their place within a 
hierarchical cosmos.  
Those skilled in reading the stars had a distinct advantage over others. Armed with 
the language and percipience required of the star-gazer, astrologers peered into the future and 
the inner recesses of the body, diagnosing ills visited upon patients by the influence of the 
stars and heavenly movements.227 A type of investigative reading or interpretation was part 
of a long tradition of creating knowledge from the signs around one, and Allen’s inquiries are 
representative of the frenetic questions characters onstage ask in a world replete with signs 
calling for elucidation. In The Puritan, for example, the scholar Pyeboard is able to delude 
the gullible Widow through claiming that he can tell fortunes that “come to me 
metaphysically and by a supernatural intelligence” (2.1.177-178).228 He goes on to relate 
various realities about the Widow and her daughters, knowledge he in truth gleans from 
outside intelligence rather than astral dispensation. Nonetheless, this confidence-man is able 
to trick the women because of his seeming insight on private affairs conducted within the 
domestic environment. As we saw in Chapter One, the cunning of the figure duping others 
serves paradoxically to comment on a contemporary issue in belief and knowledge. Here, the 
characters’ wonder at his knowledge and the stichomythic exchange of rising questions about 
their own affairs mirrors the interactions between Allen and Forman, with a similar sexual 
                                                        
227 On astrology and medicine, see Curth, “Astrology and Physick,” in English Almanacs, Astrology and 
Popular Medicine, 117-135.  
 
228 Middleton, The Puritan, edited by Donna B. Hamilton. In Thomas Middleton: The Collected Works, edited 
by Gary Taylor and John Lavagino. Oxford: Oxford University Press, rpr. 2010.  
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charge between supposed conjurer and patients. This heady discussion also recalls Helena’s 
ready exchange with Parolles regarding how a woman might lose her virginity “to her own 
liking” (1.1.147). The bawdy interchange leads naturally to Helena’s jest at Parolles’ own 
astral inclinations; she jokes that the buffoon was born when the planet Mars was in 
retrograde, a taunt that confounds her interlocutor and leaves her the rhetorical victor early in 
the play (1.1.186-201). By zeroing in on All’s Well’s many moments of astral invocations 
and movements—particularly those that are seemingly “retrograde”—we can place Helena 
among the other cunning figures I track in this project; she reaches a new social station not 
solely from her virtue or mere tenacity, but also from her clever adoption of astrological 
conceits in situating herself within disparate social and sexual economies. In this sense, 
Helena too is retrograde, moving in a seemingly backwards way to reach her forward and 
upward looking desires and to productively challenge stale professional and gendered 
boundaries.  
 Astrology interleaved other forms of natural philosophical and diagnostic inquires in 
the period. Its practices were very much in line with the other scientific disciplines, 
concerned as equally as medicine, cosmography, and alchemy with questions of external 
effect and change. And Helena garners this interleaving of natural philosophical practices in 
her own medical cures. Astrology derived from a long and venerable tradition, and although 
the field certainly had its critics, it continued to flourish up until the mid-seventeenth century, 
when mechanistic philosophy and members of the Royal Society brought about its disfavor, 
or at least elision, within academic circles.229 Nonetheless, astrology was remarkably 
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Nicholas Campion, editor. A History of Western Astrology. Vol. III. New York: Bloomsbury, 2009: 177.  
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persistent as a field of knowledge, and individuals to this day continue to rely on predictions 
of the stars to structure their lives.230 Helena’s heterodox reading of the stars, therefore, is 
part of a broader early modern trend. Her gaze upwards is accompanied by Helena’s ready 
adoption of more empirical practices, such as astronomical calculations and medical practice. 
Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, one of the most important handbooks in the science, (2nd century 
A.D.) describes not only the practices but the commonsense worldview that served as the 
foundation of astrological inquiry: “A very few considerations would make it apparent to all 
that a certain power emanating from the eternal ethereal substance is dispersed through and 
permeates the whole region about the earth, which throughout is subject to change.”231 
Despite the vast corpus of knowledge required to craft horoscopes, astrological 
science was practiced by both elite court astrologers and those like Forman and John Napier, 
who served a much broader range of clientele from varying social positions. Thus many of 
the major figures of the scientific revolution, such as Tycho Brahe, Galileo Galilei, and 
Johannes Kepler, were not only making advances in astronomical calculation and 
observation, but were also drafting nativities for patrons or speculating on the sublunar 
effects of planetary aspects. As court astrologers, scholars like Brahe were called upon to 
draft horoscopes for their princes. John Dee was famously aligned with his monarch 
Elizabeth, and Cecil requested him to draft an electionary horoscope regarding the date 
                                                        
230 Of the many twentieth and twenty-first century examples one could cite here, perhaps the most akin to 
Queen Elizabeth’s reliance on the astrologer John Dee is President Ronald Reagan’s consultation with 
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“appointed for her Majesty to be crowned in.”232 But the more democratic vendors and 
advocates of astrological science appear on the early modern stage just as often as their 
courtly counterparts. In The Duchess of Malfi, Bosola’s discovery of the Duchess’s illicit 
pregnancy depends in large part on his felicitous taking up of a nativity Antonio casts for his 
newborn son.233 Whatever our critical biases today against the sciences of stars’ influence on 
human agents, the period and its stage witnessed an avid investment in delineating what the 
scope of such an astral worldview meant for the related problems of determining causality, 
volition, and free will.  
Scholars such as Dee were responding to a tradition of celestial study which 
hearkened back to Greek philosophers and, notably, the work of Ptolemy. Ptolemy’s two 
works, the Almagest and the Tetrabiblos, are, respectively, individual treatments of a 
mutually constitutive scientific endeavor. The Almagest seeks to outlay the mathematical 
movement of the heavenly planets and the physics of observable planetary phenomenon. The 
Tetrabiblos, on the other hand, systematized the practice of celestial observation and 
interpretation, and speaks at length about the influences of the skies upon bodies—human, 
animal, vegetable, and mineral—on earth.234 Drawing upon Ptolemy, Renaissance astrology 
had four subdivisions: mundane, natal, horary, and elections. Mundane or world astrology 
applied to an entire society and concerned predictions with large-scale social, political, and 
physical impact. In large part, the almanacs discussed in the Introduction focus on the larger 
implications within mundane astrology regarding political and religious institutions. Natal 
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prognostications charted the destiny of a single individual, with the accompanying chart of 
one’s birth and the planetary locations at the moment of birth known as a “nativity.” Horary 
astrology or interrogations addressed specific questions, such as the arrival of a lost ship at 
sea or the culprit of stolen goods. Finally, elections determined the most propitious time for 
an event, such as a coronation or marriage. Within these many subdivisions of astrological 
inquiry, the emphasis remains on the widespread, almost parasitical relationship between 
human agents and their source of change in the heavens. The epistemic and rhetorical power 
of such a cosmological frame could be turned to pernicious ends, as in Tamburlaine’s nearly 
frenetic assertions that the stars have marked him for greatness.235 But this set of discursive 
practices could also provide for more benign and generative conceits, a position that we shall 
see Helena adopt with felicity.   
The body’s health and astrology were closely related in a subfield of astrology known 
as iatromathematics, or medical astrology. Although the term itself seems to suggest a 
convoluted and complex understanding of the body’s relationship to the skies, in reality 
iatromathematical thought infused the period’s many levels of discourse regarding human 
susceptibility to environmental change.  
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Figure One: Jeffrey Neve, A New Almanack and Prognostication. London: 1636. 
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The Zodiac Man, found in most contemporary almanacs, emblematizes the correspondence 
between health and celestial influence. In Figure One, from Jeffrey Neve’s 1636 almanac, the 
zodiac signs point to various parts of the body affected, mapping onto the body a progression 
of cyclical time marked by verifiable changes in the seasons. The body’s symbiotic status 
with the heavens was articulated by physicians and astrologers alike, and indeed often the 
study of one discipline demanded expertise in the other. The physician Nicholas Culpepper 
asked pointedly, “God hath given you two eyes; why may you not look upon the 
Macrocosme with the one, and upon the Microcosme with the other?”236 Stars and his own 
special daemons led Girolamo Cardano to claim a special ability to read his body for signs, in 
which “traces of things that will happen to me—though very faint ones—appear on my 
fingernails.”237 Cardano’s body reacts to the movements of the planetary objects, and 
responds by producing its own signs of an individual’s health and even one’s fate. To turn 
again to the title of this project, astrology was in large part concerned with “reading” the 
body for signs of astrological influence, and as I argue below, such a diagnostic gaze that 
depends on understanding the movements of the heavens influences how we read Helena as 
“Doctor She.” Her efficacious receipts in curing the King of his fistula rely in part on 
knowing the right times to attempt a cure. Shakespeare’s play is deeply invested in the right 
times or seasons, and the King’s own doctors have only “persecuted time with hope” 
(1.1.13). Helena, from her medical and astral training, knows that there is a season for all 
                                                        
236 Nicholas Culpepper, Semeiotica Uranica, or, An Astrological Judgment of Diseases from the Decumbiture of 
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things, including purging the body to reach a state of health. Particularly important in 
contemporary almanacs was the idea that the stars determined the best times for purging the 
body. In Mary Holden’s 1688 The Woman’s Almanac, for example, she directs that in March 
“Physick and Bleeding is good to prevent further dangers, for now Blood increaseth, and 
gross Humours abound.”238 The idea of bleeding at propitious times also informs Junior’s 
macabre joke at before his hanging in The Revenger’s Tragedy: “Must I bleed then without 
respect of sign?” (3.4.75).239 As vernacular scientific print in the period suggested, 
astrological understanding could enable one to attempt, through sidereal knowledge, to 
control the body’s passionate and humoral characteristics.  
 This imbrication of doctrines is hard to overstate. While we tend to distinguish among 
the various scientific practices of the period, in truth astrology and its texts were hybrid 
borrowings from a range of empirical and philosophical doctrines. As Keith Thomas notes, 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries “astrology pervaded all aspects of scientific 
thought. It was not a coterie doctrine, but an essential aspect of the intellectual framework in 
which men [and women] were educated.”240 Its lines of influence also reached another 
problematic aspect of its doctrines, the potential for preternatural agents such as demons to 
manipulate the signs in the heavens. Like prophecy, the verity of celestial prediction was not 
disputed so much as its sources of knowledge were challenged as suspect. John Brayne 
complains of the philological and theological crux in designating the planets by their pagan 
monikers and thus “not calling them by their proper names given them of God, […] but by 
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the names of Demon gods, given them by their worshippers, yea more using the Characters to 
distinguish them by that did set out the vertue of these Demons to the world.”241 Francis 
Coxe’s title to his pamphlet reveals explicitly the commonplace elision of various practices 
of inquiry deemed illicit: A short treatise declaringe the detestable wickednesse, of magicall 
sciences as necromancie. coniurations of spirites, curiouse astrologie and such lyke.242 This 
position also hearkened back to antiquity and patristic commentary. Biblical commentators 
cited Isaiah 47:13-14: “Thou art wearied in the multitude of thy counsels. Let now the 
astrologers, the stargazers, the monthly prognosticators, stand up, and save thee from these 
things that shall come upon thee. Behold, they shall be as stubble; the fire shall burn them; 
they shall not deliver themselves from the power of the flame: there shall not be a coal to 
warm at, nor fire to sit before it.”243 For Augustine, astrological determinism foreclosed the 
possibility of free will and the idea of divine blame: if we credit the stars and their creator as 
the source of our fates, then we lack culpability for our decisions.244 Devils were thought to 
be thoroughly versed in the arts of astrology, not only seducing those like Faustus to follow 
the practices but also engaging in celestial sign reading themselves.245 For Helena, then, 
                                                        
241 John Brayne, Astrologie Proved to Be the Old Doctrine of Demons, Professed by the Worshippers of 
Saturne, Jupiter, Mars, Sunne and Moon in which Is Proved that the Planetary and Fixed Starres Are the 
Powers of the Ayre, which by Gods Permission Are Directed by Satan. London: 1653: 9.  
 
242 Francis Coxe, A Short Treatise Declaringe the Detestable Wickednesse, of Magicall Sciences as 
Necromancie. Coniurations of Spirites, Curiouse Astrologie and Such Lyke. London: 1561.  
 
243 The Bible: Authorized King James Version with Apocrypha. Introduction and notes by Robert Carroll and 
Stephen Prickett. Oxford: Oxford University Press, rpr. 2008.   
 
244 St. Augustine of Hippo, Confessions. Translated by Henry Chadwick. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009.  
 
245 In criticisms of astrology from the mid-seventeenth century, Satan imparts astrological understanding to his 
followers, who then appear as prophets to the unsuspecting. In the pamphlet The Late Eclipse Unclasped, it is 
through a “secret impulse of the Divell” that these astrologers “disclose Events.” Anonymous, The Late Eclipse 
Unclasped: or the Mistaken Star-Gazers Unmasked. VVherein Is Manifested Seven Severall Reasons whereby 
These Astrolegers Have Deceived the People. / By a Learned Divine Neere London. London: 1652: B1v.  
 
 138 
curing the King involves a much greater risk than simply appropriating a male-dominated set 
of healing practices. Instead, in her evocation to the stars and in curing the King, Helena flirts 
with a set of discursive practices that intersected powerfully with demonological and 
religious thought in the period.  
 As we have already seen, astrological diagnosis or cure is woven into the period’s 
literature as well; like alchemy, astrology also furnished material for a rich metaphorical way 
of articulating the relationship between human agents and the cosmos. In Shakespeare’s 
Sonnet 14, the speaker disavows astrological science and instead locates the sphere of 
influence in his lover’s gaze: 
 Not from the stars do I my judgment pluck, 
 And yet methinks I have astronomy— 
But not to tell of good or evil luck, 
Of plagues, of dearths, or seasons’ quality; 
Nor can I fortune to brief minutes tell, 
Pointing to each his thunder, rain, and wind, 
Or say with princes if it shall go well 
By oft predict that I in heaven find; 
But from thine eyes my knowledge I derive, 
And, constant stars, in them I read such art 
As truth and beauty shall together thrive 
If from thyself to store thou wouldst convert: 
Or else of thee this I prognosticate, 
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Thy end is truth’s and beauty’s doom and date.246  
Eliding the distinction between astronomy and astrology, the speaker relates the common 
functions of the court astrologer, who in judicial astrology pinpoints the individual fortunes 
of princes. The speaker’s own astrological reading—delivered as the polysyllabic 
“prognosticate,” to pair with “doom and date”—relies on whether the lover heeds his plea. 
And like Helena, the speaker envisions a more flexible use of the stars, disclaiming any strict 
reliance on the stars to shape his judgement, and instead offers a reading of his lover’s body 
as the astral chart of his own fortunes. Importantly, the Sonnet does not disavow the act of 
“[p]ointing to each his thunder, rain, and wind,” but instead focuses on a more localized 
reading. His possession of “astronomy,” then, is in part a creative use of the astral to consider 
his desires and the ways in which scientific conceits can or cannot neatly map onto his 
understanding.  
 Similarly, Philip Sidney avers the supremacy of poetic invention because the poet can 
flit “within the zodiac of his own wit.”247 In visual culture, as well, the textures of 
astrological allegory frame early moderns’ encounters with ideas of play and change. 
Famously, of course, the theater was itself a microcosm, representing poignantly the 
“heavens” above the playing space painted upon a canopy supported by two herculean 
pillars. With a visual backdrop of astral influences, the stage reminded audiences of the 
continued presence and activity of the heavenly cosmos upon spectators’ bodies.248 
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Shakespeare’s All’s Well is part of this cultural fabric in employing astrological conceits to 
literary ends. But the play also takes it a step further by engaging dialogically with the 
science, challenging its basic assumptions and presenting a more complex image of how one 
like Helena—a woman of lower social standing than those around her—might nonetheless 
adapt the science to read the shifting social and material changes in France’s courtly cosmos.  
To get a full sense of how All’s Well depends on the contemporary “know-how” of 
astrological science, it is important to consider the diverse set of texts that offered practical 
knowledge of the stars. Here I will focus on one among many texts available to early modern 
readers, the Compost of Ptolemy. The text is emblematic of so many interleaving questions in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries because of its widespread influence and because it 
offers in vernacular language and accessible conceits the primary tenets of sidereal 
understanding. An attenuated textbook, the Compost of Ptolemy (compost means a calendar 
or a table of astrological movements) refashions the infinitely more complex Tetrabiblos of 
the famed astronomer.249 The title page proclaims its function, which is “Very necessary and 
profitable for all such as desire the knowledge of the famous Art of Astronomie.” 
Interestingly, the 1530 and the 1638 editions’ title pages feature different figures in the 
woodcut. Although accounting for the different woodcuts available to separate printers and 
the growing sophistication of graphic representations, it is worth considering briefly the ways 
in which these graphic representations diverge, and what the newer woodcut might suggest 
about changing concepts of astrological science and reading in the period. The first shows a 
woman learning from Ptolemy, while the second features two men, both actively engaged in 
mapping the heavens. The difference in gender, I want to suggest, hints at the growing 
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suspicion of astrology over the period as disreputable, and the second image works to 
counteract these biases by placing the science firmly in the hands of capable, male 
practitioners. But we should not discount the first woodcut’s claims to feminine agency in 
learning how to read the cosmos. The woman’s hand extends, holding the banner that hangs 
over Ptolemy’s head. Her gesture points to the instruments and the skies themselves, creating 
a visual movement that intimates a close correspondence between the woman and the 
materials and canvas of her astral knowledge.  
 
Figure Two: Titlepages from The Compost of Ptolemy. London: 1530 and 1638. 
In offering different figures as apprentices to the figure of Ptolemy or the male astronomer in 
the titlepage, the province of sign reading is transferred from a generalized dissemination of 
astrological knowledge to one in which the (male) student learns the high art from the master. 
Nonetheless, the text itself of the Compost is undoubtedly accessible to a diverse group of 
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readers of any gender, rendering explicit and compact many of the nuances of astrological 
art. For example, the Compost delineates how human life mirrors the twelve months: in 
divisions of six, each set of six years generally adopts the qualities of the month. Thus 
March, “in which the labourer soweth the earth and planteth trees,” is analogous to the ages 
of twelve to eighteen, during which “the Childe in these sixe yeares waxeth big to learne 
Doctrine and Science, and to be faire, pleasant and louing.”250 In mapping out the 
correspondences between the ages of humankind and individual months, the analogical 
thinking furthers the project of rendering concrete the abstract qualities of microcosmic 
thinking.  
Partaking in contemporary disputes over the role of astrology and free will, the 
Compost falls decidedly on the side of Christian apologetics for the science and its basis as a 
viable art for understanding the book of nature. Often the translator and compiler asserts 
Ptolemy’s own belief in the Judeo-Christian God, and likewise weighs in on the concern that 
horoscopes foreclosed individual free will. Human agents, then, are directed by “the 
Heauenle-bodies” which “may steare a man both o good and euill.”251 In their influence, 
however, the stars and planets are not the exclusive governors of one’s fate, for “yet may 
man stand it by his owne free will, to doe what he please, good or euill.”252 This position, one 
that acknowledges both how the stars circumscribe and yet allow for human agency, 
represents the stance adopted by most astrological apologists of the period, and it is also one 
that Helena will come to understand throughout the course of All’s Well. Central to both the 
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Compost and Shakespeare’s comedy is the ways that astrological thinking can make room for 
human action precisely because of its unstable status as a science and because of the 
interpretative room that it provides. In its indeterminate but nonetheless influential 
commentaries on the relationships between the heavens and earth, the question of human will 
remains entangled; and this is precisely the aspect of astral knowledge that can then be turned 
to more productive uses in moving, as Helena does, among different spheres.  
 
III. Helena’s Movement Among the Spheres 
 
 I now turn from problem science to problem play, and I suggest that the “problems” 
of both are epistemically related. All’s Well is a “problem play” primarily because of the 
issues it elicits for scholars—how to justify Bertram’s perfidy and callousness, how to read 
Helena’s desperate longing for such an unworthy object, and how to reconcile the various 
discourses of political rule, conflict in warfare, and medical practice with the comedic 
structure of the plot and the tropes of regeneration hinted at but nonetheless never fully 
achieved by the play’s closure. It is a difficult play, in part because the players are either 
unsatisfying (Bertram), naïve (the Countess and the King), or, in many critics’ estimation, 
overweening (Helena).253 To this we can add the troubled status of genre (is this truly a 
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“problem play” and what does that really mean?) and textual and performative issues of the 
version we have inherited.254 For many scholars, these matters coalesce in the status afforded 
to “knowledge” broadly conceived in Shakespeare’s comedy. As Lisa Jardine notes, Helena 
embodies disparate modes of knowing, and in achieving the “ends” of the play’s ambiguous 
title utilizes both “specialist knowledge” and the “iconic and folkloric modes of female 
transgression.”255 These forms of knowledge are all the more difficult to locate because 
Helena and Shakespeare’s audiences alike live amid a universe full of astral intention. For 
Helena, the “fated sky” conditions the forms of knowledge and agency one possesses, and 
will “backward pull” those who fail to heed the call to use such knowledge. Importantly, 
however, this is a knowledge that Helena gains, or comes to recognize more maturely, 
throughout the drama. We are not presented with a single interpretation of the role of the 
heavens in structuring human affairs. Instead, girded by a newfound resolve to cure the King 
and thus circuitously to win Bertram, Helena alters her understanding. She, like many of the 
figures I describe in this project, is open to a form of epistemic revision—her turn to 
astrology is not static but evolves to encompass a nuanced frame for situating herself within 
multiple spheres of influence. At first, Helena’s own understanding of agency within an 
astrologically deterministic cosmos wavers as she considers her presumption in pursuing 
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Bertram, whose star moves in her estimation “so above me” and orbits in a “sphere” that she 
can never reach (1.1.85; 87).  
But Helena does eventually occupy Bertram’s “sphere,” and I suggest that her reading 
not only in the medical sciences but in astrological conceits allows for her epistemic shift 
from astrological determinism to a more flexible understanding of how to overturn or yoke 
the power of the stars. While we know that early modern almanacs and other astrological 
treatises averred the truth-value of the sidereal sciences, Shakespeare’s All’s Well employs 
different, but parallel, discursive strategies in establishing a legitimate space for gazing 
upwards to diagnose the troubles below. If Helena first positions herself as the passive body 
receiving the stars’ influence, she later reframes her reasoning in her first moments of 
assertiveness. In her bawdy exchange with Parolles on how a woman might lose her virginity 
“to her own liking” (1.1.147), she also maintains, once alone onstage, that “[o]ur remedies do 
oft in ourselves lie” (1.1.212). Later suturing these fractured sidereal images, Helena posits 
herself as the very astral influence or heavenly directive of others, occasioning Bertram’s 
flight to the wars in Florence—“I am the cause” (3.2.115). Although the play’s emphasis is 
decidedly on the “ends” in the title, the causes leading to these ends are often cast in 
mystical, miraculous, and astral language. As we shall see, Helena’s use of astrology aligns 
with her adoption of the title of Doctor She, a position she figures as both empirical and 
experiential but also “sanctified / By th’ luckiest stars in heaven” (1.3.240-241).  
Although the King claims that he can level social distinctions with new titles and 
revenue, his abilities to erase past heritage falls short. Bertram facetiously tells the King in 
Act II, before abandoning his un-bedded wife, that Helena is now “so ennobled, / Is as ’twere 
born so” (2.3.172-173). But just as blood in a basin, albeit physically indistinct, is 
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nonetheless in the period qualitatively particular to individual humoral and social qualities, 
so too are the stars under which Helena is born. Not secretly a princess like Perdita, Helena’s 
humble origins remain a constant factor in Bertram’s scorn for his wife. Bertram’s feeble, 
and duplicitous, concession to the King is conditional, the “as ’twere” preventing him from 
enfolding Helena immediately into his presumably “higher” orbit. And although critics have 
cited the older generation’s willing adoption of Helena into courtly circles, they also attribute 
her lowly class status in accounting for Bertram’s waywardness.256 In one of the more 
interesting misprisions in the play, the Countess and Lafeu assign Bertram’s deceitful 
escapades to the influence of Parolles, that figure who is so retrograde to the comedic ending 
of the plot (perhaps with a suggestion of homoerotic attachment to Bertram as well, 
particularly in Parolles’ use of endearments such as “sweetheart” (2.3.264)). As Lafeu 
charges Parolles, “[y]ou are more saucy with lords and honourable personages than the 
commission of your birth and virtue gives you heraldry” (2.3.256-258). But this 
“commission” sent from the conditions of birth and the outcome in behavior also attest to the 
limitations of too close of an intimacy with those of a different social order. Nonetheless, 
after his shaming, Parolles shrugs off his misfortune to adapt to his new position, moving 
once again retrograde to our expectations, turning away from the indignity of his status 
simply to go on living. He admits, perhaps with more wittiness than he realizes, that 
“[t]here’s place and means for every man alive” (4.4.328). In a play so focused on “place”—
within the social hierarchy, physical location, and one’s place in the heavenly spheres of 
influence—Parolles voices a crucial crux in how we read All’s Well’s astrological imagery.  
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A character’s social place and astrological knowledge conjoin in one of the play’s 
most famous moments: Helena’s soliloquy confessing her love for Bertram and her own poor 
chances at ever obtaining such a prize. Before she has resolved on her daring plan to heal the 
King, Helena figures her position as unalterable, fixed as the immobile heavens upon a 
never-ceasing rotation that disallows for improvisation and vertical movement to different 
spheres. In her lament,  
 ’[T]were all one 
That I should love a bright particular star 
And think to wed it, he is so above me.  
In his bright radiance and collateral light 
Must I be comforted, not in his sphere. 1.1.84-87 
These lines echo Polonius’s disparaging warning to Ophelia that “Lord Hamlet is a prince out 
of thy star” (2.2.138).257 Like Ophelia, Helena believes that the man she desires can only 
influence her, and not vice versa. In Ptolemaic astrology, the planets orbit in parallel to one 
another in separate spheres, and Helena can witness but not touch the “collateral light” above 
her. Nonetheless in this image of Bertram as the radiating star beyond the pale of his lowly 
admirer is the idea of some form of contact, of Bertram’s powers reaching to the deep inner 
recesses of Helena’s being and structuring her life’s trajectory. And, crucially given her later 
claim that the star work most forcibly when we are dull, Helena’s soliloquy should be read as 
the first glimmers into a new understanding of astral determinism—she is still touched by 
Bertram’s star and will soon change from receptacle of influence to an active mover of the 
bodies. Although a seemingly passive construction on her part, then, Helena’s astrological 
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imagery also suggests that she will be swayed to such an extent by Bertram that she cannot 
help but find some means to “be comforted” through his influences. We see here, rather than 
submissive acceptance of astrological fate, a more progressive reading of her own particular 
star. Bertram might be in a different social and political sphere than her, but Helena 
nonetheless maintains that his “collateral light” has the power to sway her in a cosmological 
figuration in which, despite the distances between the two, this “bright radiance” reaches into 
and thus molds her being.  
Helena confesses that “’Tis pity” (1.1.175) that her desires are circumscribed by the 
metaphorical sphere in which she cannot move. It is thus a shame  
 That wishing well had not a body in’t 
 Which might be felt, that we, the poorer born, 
 Whose baser stars do shut us up in wishes, 
 Might with effects of them follow our friends,  
 And show what we alone must think, which never 
 Returns us thanks. 1.1.177-182.  
Note how she wishes to render material her abstract desires.  Focusing on the “effects” of the 
stars, Helena desires to embody their power, their means for producing physical change on 
the elements of the sublunary realm. Although Helena’s wishes are internal, unarticulated 
and thus lacking a body, the signs of her wishes are texts that the Countess can read; the 
Countess observes that Helena’s longing for Bertram is now almost tangible: she can read the 
signs of Helena’s passion as to “[s]ee it so grossly shown in thy behaviours / That in their 
kind they speak it” (1.3.173-174).  
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 Perhaps Helena’s new understanding of astrological will and fate derives from the 
fruitful ground of her exchange with Parolles, which challenges her to meet and one-up his 
jests. Indeed, Parolles prompts Helena’s most impressive display of astrological knowledge. 
In Helena’s playful exchange with this popinjay she turns sidereal knowledge to ludic and yet 
perceptive ends:  
Helena: Monsieur Parolles, you were born under a charitable star. 
Parolles: Under Mars, I.  
Helena: I especially think under Mars. 
Parolles: Why under Mars? 
Helena: The wars hath so kept you under, that you must needs be born under Mars.  
Parolles: When he was predominant. 
Helena: When he was retrograde, I think rather.  
Parolles: Why think you so?  
Helena: You go so much backward when you fight. (1.1.186-196) 
Helena is not only an expert medical practitioner, but she is also versed in the arts of 
astrology beyond Parolles’ simple allegorical understanding. She can put astral images to use 
in a biting diagnosis of bodies and individual idiosyncrasies, seeing through Parolles 
immediately. Her ready discourse in astrological motion picks up on one of the most pressing 
natural philosophical debates in the period: the relative merits of the geocentric or 
heliocentric models. In 1543, Copernicus argued in De revolutionibus orbium caelestium that 
retrograde motion was an optical illusion due to the earth’s rotation around the sun and the 
other planets’ similar orbits about our source of light. In claiming that retrograde motion was 
merely an optical illusion, Copernicus attempted to undo a Ptolemaic tradition that required 
 150 
increasingly complex explanations of the movement in the heavens. In presenting this early 
exchange as a dialogue of different world-views and the growing disfavor of Ptolemaic 
cosmology, as Deanne Williams notes, “Helena encourages the audience to consider the 
events that follow in light of a cosmographical concept that was itself retrograde by the end 
of the sixteenth century.”258 This is correct, though as Mary Thomas Crane has shown, the 
older systems of Aristotelian thought, including its Ptolemaic cosmology, experienced a 
much longer shelf-life as an intuitive paradigm for structuring the world than William’s 
argument seems to suggest.259 It is also true that such epistemic shifts were met with 
hesitation and sometimes downright apprehension, as Donne so forcefully articulates in his 
complaint that “new philosophy calls all in doubt.”260 In Helena’s figuration, what is 
important is how this exchange opens the door to new epistemic possibilities. In engaging 
with Parolles by countering with new scientific understandings of the cosmos, Helena is able 
to move to her new articulation of astrology in which “our remedies in ourselves do lie.” 
Helena treads the line between doubt and belief in the power of this new philosophy to undo 
her assumptions about the influence of her “baser stars,” and she eventually becomes one of 
those willing to follow new natural philosophical conceits if it means eliding the fatalism 
                                                        
258 Deanne Williams, “All’s Well, That Ends Well and the Art of Retrograde Motion,” in All’s Well, That Ends 
Well: New Critical Essays, edited by Gary Waller. New York: Routledge, 2006: 100. Later Williams notes 
“[a]lthough the planetary concept of retrograde motion had been disproved scientifically, it retains its 
imaginative and artistic significance through the sixteenth and early seventeenth century, appearing in the work 
of Francis Bacon, Gabriel Harvey, Thomas Lodge, Robert Greene, Barnabe Barnes, Michael Drayton, Thomas 
Churchyard, and Samuel Daniel” (101). But this “imaginative potential” goes beyond merely taking up an 
outmoded concept for literary use and, in some cases, represents these authors truly grappling with seemingly 
antagonistic models for how to view the world.  
 
259 See Crane, Losing Touch with Nature, especially her observation that “Shakespeare’s understanding of the 
natural world is just as clearly based on a version of Aristotelian naturalism; the four elements and the tenets of 
meteorology subtend his descriptions of the world and its workings” (123).  
 
260 John Donne, “An Anatomy of the World,” in John Donne: The Complete English Poems, edited by A. J. 
Smith. New York: Penguin, 2004: 276.  
 151 
implied in traditional astrological understanding. Nonetheless, such a position does not mean 
that Helena simply discards the long-standing tenets of astrology—instead, picking up on the 
currents of multiple systems of knowing, Helena gathers the epistemic possibilities of both 
geocentric and heliocentric models. Her willingness to adapt her understanding to both older 
and newer forms of astronomy should be read alongside her medical practice and the magical 
and empirical perspectives she furnishes in her cure of the King.   
 What makes Helena so distinct in her epistemic accommodation is that she herself is a 
body of contradictions, much like the sciences she turns to throughout the narrative. And 
Helena’s contention that humans harbor their own means for attending to their “remedies” 
sounds uncannily similar to Shakespeare’s villains, including Iago, Cassius, and Edmund. In 
Iago’s estimation, “’tis in ourselves that we are thus, or thus. Our bodies are gardens, to the 
which our wills are gardeners” (1.3.320-322). For Cassius, the heavens are not to blame for 
human inaction: “The fault, dear Brutus, in not in our stars / But in ourselves, that we are 
underlings” (1.2.139-140). In King Lear Edmund delivers the most damaging critique of 
astrological determinism in Shakespeare, in a soliloquy that sounds distinctly similar to 
Helena’s:  
This is the excellent foppery of the world, that when we are sick in fortune, often the 
surfeits of our own behaviour, we make guilty of our disasters the sun, the moon and 
the stars, as if we were villains on necessity, fools by heavenly compulsion, knaves, 
thieves and treachers by spherical predominance; drunkards, liars and adulterers by an 
enforced obedience of planetary influence; and all that we are evil in by a divine 
thrusting on. An admirable evasion of whoremaster man, to lay his goatish disposition 
on the charge of a star. My father compounded with my mother under the dragon’s 
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tail and my nativity was under Ursa Major, so that it follows I am rough and 
lecherous. Fut! I should have been that I am had the maidenliest star in the firmament 
twinkled on my bastardizing. (1.2.118-133) 
Each instance of a villain’s confession claiming something personal and beyond the stars in 
their aims, however, is proven wrong in the respective dramas’ narrative logic. Iago 
cultivates a garden of noxious weeds in his inexplicable jealousy, Cassius moves under the 
same Roman sky that blazes forth omens, and Edmund’s allegation that he would be “rough 
and lecherous” regardless of his nativity is a tautological claim: How could he know what his 
inclinations would be under a different set of stars? He lives out to the letter the astrological 
prescriptions of those conceived beneath the dragon’s tail or the moon’s shadow. The point 
to recall is that Shakespeare’s understanding of astrology and the influence of the stars upon 
human agents is more nuanced than Cassius’s or Edmund’s complaints seem to indicate. And 
unlike in Shakespeare’s tragedies, the comedic plot of All’s Well enables a more fluid 
understanding of categories like fate. No witches or omens appear to mark Bertram’s 
upcoming treachery, for example, but instead the preternatural hovers on the margins of 
astrological and medical cures. Ingenious in her recognition that she herself must propel out 
of her current social and marital conditions, Helena nonetheless adheres to an astral 
understanding that can condition her affairs. Unlike Shakespeare’s villains, then, Helena is 
more prone to recognize a mutuality among human agent and stellar body. And this 
acknowledgement, I want to suggest, contributes to her expertise and her transgression of so 
many boundaries. As we have seen, astrology in the period and in the playwright’s works 
appears in a wide range of registers, and Helena embodies the inherent contradictions in this 
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“true” science during its intellectual decline and paradoxically amid its simultaneous zenith 
in the early modern print market.  
 Helena’s alignment with alternative cosmological systems finds its corollary in 
contemporary discussions on women’s roles more broadly. The dissemination of heliocentric 
conceits coincided in the mid-sixteenth century with the rule of female monarchs, including 
Elizabeth but also Mary of Guise and Mary Queen of Scots. One of Elizabeth’s councilors 
made the connection explicitly, writing to Nicholas Throckmorton that “seinge the 
Copernicus revolution is founde more probable then those that before have wrytten of the 
motions of the skyye. I thynke not the contrarie my self but when somever I marrie, my wyf 
wilbe my maister.”261 Just as Helena seeks mastery over her own fortunes and later exhibits 
mastery over her spouse by fulfilling his impossible conditions, so too does the Copernican 
system enable new conceptions of preexisting categories of identity. Although the new 
philosophy might cast everything in doubt, Helena identifies the space for feminine mobility 
within this space of uncertainty. Overturned cosmological tenets, in my reading, are not to be 
celebrated or bemoaned, but rather Helena selects a new, assembled epistemic framework 
from which to justify her appropriation of her father’s receipts and her intimate access to the 
King’s body.   
 One of the more explicit ways in which All’s Well takes up issues of astrological 
determinism and the place of women who can understand astrology and medicine is in its 
pervasive consideration of time. Helena’s receipt, with “something in’t / More than my 
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father’s skill,” likely includes a more experiential understanding from her father of the 
intricacies of temporality and its influence on the curative properties in medical ingredients. 
More broadly, the play’s emphasis on the tropes of birth and simultaneous death—of the 
older generation, of the matrimonially trapped Bertram—intersects with its demand that we 
read the stars’ influences upon the bodies of those at the French court. The Countess opens 
the play with the paradox that she at once loses a husband in sending forth her son: “In 
delivering my son from me, I bury a second / husband” (1.1.1-2). Helena’s seeming 
mourning for her physician father is a false signifier of her true passions for Bertram, and in 
the Countess’s estimation these signs of honor for the dead are “the best brine a maiden can 
season her praise in” (1.1.44-45). Bertram’s stay at the court is also a process of seasoning, 
bringing to fruition his status as yet as “an unseason’d courtier” (1.1.67).262 And the loss of 
virginity in Parolles’ jests enables the birth of more virgins (1.1.125-130). In these images of 
birth, maturation, and death the language of inheritance, particularly astrologically 
determined influences, inflects the resolutions to which characters arrive. In his praise of the 
dead Count Rossillion, the King wishes that he might serve as an example the youth within 
his court: “Such a man / Might be a copy to these younger times; / Which, followed well, 
would demonstrate them now / But goers backward” (1.2.45-48). Retrograde like Parolles, 
the youth in the King’s court disdain the wisdom of former ages, overturning the a heritage 
that professes the value of experiential knowledge to follow the fashions and whims of a 
newer age. Helena’s love for Bertram is also, in some sense, retrograde, and it evokes once 
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again the contrarieties of life and death, and Helena confesses that she “riddle-like lives 
sweetly where she dies” (1.3.212).  
This epistemic playfulness in Helena’s articulation of her desires, I am suggesting, 
intersects with the play’s engagement with astrology on various levels. Part of All’s Well’s 
investment in the different intellectual issues that astrology prompted can be traced to the 
cheap print of the period, including manuals like the Compost but also the much more 
ubiquitous form of publication in the almanac. Although there is only one reference to an 
almanac—the Steward’s protestation that the Countess might discover his faithful service “in 
the calendar of my past endeavours” (1.3.3)—the type of reading that Helena proffers of the 
stars and her ready ability to juggle astrological conceits with jests rely on the same type of 
lay knowledge suddenly offered in such numbers from the printed materials of the period. 
Anthony Askham’s handbook for star-gazing students describes the necessary knowledge 
found in almanacs and skirts from earthbound correspondences to imprecise occult virtues 
located not by skill but by the astrologer’s innate qualities of discernment:  
Also the heauenlye Sterres hath certayne commyxtion with the elementes, and the 
Elementes with them, so that all thynges made of the Elementes receyueth certayne 
qualytes and operacions sensible, by an Elementall power, and also they receyue 
certayne operacyons, and vertues insencible and occulte, by a celestiall and heauenly 
power […] and so forth of the whiche no man knoweth no other cause but the alonely 
propertye and vertue of the heauens.263 
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From this hodge-podge of forces—both visible and thus able to be explicated by the human 
observer, and occult and thus requiring some form of percipience or special dispensation to 
read—Askham proffers an entangled nexus of causal sources. The reading of such elemental 
forces and astrological signifiers requires acknowledging that such a thread cannot be 
entirely disentangled. In this case, we might productively compare the diversity of causal 
sources in the cosmos with the Second Lord’s understanding of the nature of human destiny: 
“The web of our life is of a mingled yarn, good and ill together; our virtues would be proud if 
our faults whipp’d them not, and our crimes would despair if they were not cherish’d by our 
virtues” (4.3.68-71). Embroidering human motivation, the Second Lord suggests, is an image 
of disorder, one in which true lines of cause and effect or good and ill cannot be parted so 
neatly. The analogies extend further; almanacs proposed the same heterogeneous lines of 
causality in effecting cures and knowledge as does Shakespeare’s play and particularly 
Helena. 
In a play that considers the merits of older traditions and natural philosophical 
discourses, it comes as little surprise that All’s Well overturns the convention of the 
preventative, outmoded previous generation and instead allows the Countess and King to 
work alongside, instead of against, Helena’s desires. As Robert Miola articulates the issue, 
“[h]ere Shakespeare seems to have gone out of his way to violate the norm, to portray a 
different older generation, one sympathetic to young love, at least to Helena’s.”264 
Astrological determinism and individual drive are like old and young in the play: rather than 
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at odds, the two coexist, working towards the same ends of allowing Helena to attain her 
desires. Other competitive systems of knowledge become reconciled in the play’s logic of 
astrological fate. In the Clown’s language, “young Charbon the puritan and old Poysam the 
papist, howsome’er their hearts are sever’d in religion, their heads are both one; they may 
jowl horns together like any deer i’ th’ herd” (1.3.49-53). He claims his truth derives from 
prophecy, for “I speak the truth the next way” (1.3.56), echoing the trope of the bumbling 
prophet like Raph in The Cobbler’s Prophecy.265 The Clown then dips into another form of 
cheap print, the ballad, to recount the old adage that “marriage and hanging come by 
destiny”:  
 For I the ballad will repeat 
 Which men full true shall find: 
 Your marriage comes by destiny, 
 Your cuckoo sings by kind. 1.3.58-61 
Even the Clown is versed in the astrological discourse of the period, albeit of the more 
sensationalized variety: “And we might have a good woman born but or every blazing star or 
at an earthquake, ’twould mend the lottery well” (1.3.83-85).  
 If both puritans and papists are fated to the same horned destiny, the epistemic 
boundaries between Galenism and Paracelsianism, while at theoretical odds, are also 
overturned by Helena’s miraculous cure of the King.266 Helena’s inheritance in the recipe is 
both astrologically sanctified and proclaims efficacy from her father’s “reading” and his 
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“manifest experience” (1.3.217; 218). Marrying textual, theoretical authority with 
experience, often associated with folk healers, Gerard de Narbon was not an intellectual 
snob. Instead he borrowed from eclectic sources and practices to craft his own book of 
secrets, one in which there is more than meets the untrained eye, with “notes whose faculties 
inclusive were / More than they were in note” (1.3.221-222). In the same way that the receipt 
itself calls for an olio of tradition, experimentation, and the miraculous or occult, so too does 
the play ask us to consider Helena’s leap to another social “sphere” as grounded in her 
willingness to gather astrological and “manifest” agents of causality to effect her own 
transformation from household ward to Doctor She. Helena’s cure of the King rests on the 
same balance among sources of knowledge described in the Introduction. During her meeting 
with the King, Helena’s language transcends the formalism of the astral sciences to suggest 
something beyond empiricism; G.K. Hunter enjoins us to “[o]bserve the gnomic, formal, 
incantatory quality of the rhymes, functioning, as in Helena’s first recognition of her own 
magical powers…as the language of inspiration: she seems to be mesmerizing the King.”267 
Comingling scientific, magical, and literary modes of expression and efficacy, Helena’s cure 
is part astral and part preternatural charm. As she explains, “my father left me some 
prescriptions / Of rare and prov’d effects” (1.3.216-217). The cure depends on the type of 
astrological benefaction that proper religious virtue and orientation of motives require for its 
effectiveness. Helena couches her plea to aid the King in language of spiritual guidance and 
directive: “Of heaven, not me, make an experiment” (2.1.153). Experiment is a rare word in 
Shakespeare’s lexicon, appearing only once more in The Merry Wives of Windsor to describe 
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testing Page’s jealousy (4.2.32).268 Here, the term suggests not a formalized test, but rather a 
more fluid intermingling of causality to assay Helena’s expertise.  
Helena’s remedy stands at the crossroads of spiritual intervention, experimentation, 
and sidereal influences. According to Richard K. Stensgaard, “[i]n the unfolding drama of the 
king's cure, it is just such a duality of categories—of opposing medical practices, related to 
opposing kinds of medicines—that would seem to have influenced Shakespeare's contrivance 
of the structure and much of the commentary of the medical episode.”269 We might broaden 
Stensgaard’s observations to the miraculous as well—Helena’s cure includes an astrological 
benediction. While her father’s recipe derives from “his reading / And manifest experience” 
(1.3.217-128) she also admits that there is something less theoretical or “manifest” in her 
cure:  
 There’s something in’t  
 More than my father’s skill, which was the great’st 
 Of his profession, that his good receipt 
 Shall for my legacy be sanctified 
 By th’ luckiest stars in heaven. 1.3.237-241 
The Countess responds with “Dost thou believe’t” (1.3.244), but Helena’s response is 
curious. She affirms that her belief moves beyond belief itself to the category of certainty: 
“Ay, madam, knowingly” (1.3.245) she avers. Now, harnessing the influence of the stars, 
Helena is confident that they bless her ambitions. We have moved from Bertram as a “bright 
                                                        
268 Shakespeare, The Merry Wives of Windsor. Edited by Giorgio Melchiori. Arden Third Series. New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2000.  
 
269 Richard K. Stensgaard, “All’s Well That Ends Well and the Galenico-Paracelsian Controversy.” Renaissance 
Quarterly 25.2 (Summer 1972): 176.  
 160 
particular star” to Helena’s own remedies, which “oft in ourselves do lie.” Epistemic 
certainty, in other words, has shifted from passive acknowledgement of astral intentions to 
actively exploiting such frameworks for her own means—Helena twists the logic of 
astrological power to assert that these “luckiest stars” condition both her receipt’s 
effectiveness and her trajectory towards the court and Bertram. Later she will declare her 
ability to read the heavens’ intentions explicitly, encouraging the Widow to “[d]oubt not but 
heaven / Hath brought me up to be your daughter’s dower, / As it hath fated her to be my 
motive / And helper to a husband” (4.4.18-21). Here the heavens are equal agents in Helena’s 
trajectory, and her reassurance to the Widow is grounded in a science that she so cunningly 
adapts. This is not to suggest that Helena does not believe in the fate of the heavens, but her 
rhetoric also emphasizes her constitutive role in this process—within the four lines, pronouns 
and nouns designating Helena and Diana outnumber those of the heavens.  
 As there are limits to the scope of astrological influence, so too is the study of nature 
circumscribed by the body’s frailties and subjection to death. Helena’s father only haunts the 
narrative. He reached the bound of mortal knowledge before mortality itself unraveled his 
thread: “he was skilful enough to have liv’d still, if knowledge / could be set up against 
mortality” (1.1.28-29). Just as there are certain aspects in contemporary books of secrets 
which cannot be articulated as simple correspondences between a practitioner’s skill and the 
results of cure or illusion, similarly All’s Well pairs scientism of the stars and medicine with 
religious discourse. There are ineluctable limits to knowledge, experimentation, and 
astrological influence in Helena’s epistemic framework. Such limitations, however, also 
allow for improvisation, for the cultivation of a new worldview that borrows from preexisting 
traditions and yet acknowledges a “beyond” to such categories of understanding.  
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Helena’s adoration of Bertram hearkens to both the astral and the religious discourses 
throughout the play, positioning her love for Bertram in a cosmological hierarchy. To the 
Countess, she confesses:  
 Here on my knee, before high heaven and you, 
 That before you, and next unto high heaven, 
 I love your son. (1.3.186-189). 
The repeated refrains of “high heaven” establish the ritualistic aspects of her kneeling in this 
moment, which is never a neutral act in Shakespeare’s work. The imbrication of sky-worship 
and lowly passions is further entangled by Helena’s protestation that “Indian-like, / Religious 
in mine error, I adore / The sun that looks upon his worshipper / But knows of him no more” 
(1.3.199-202). As if the status of belief itself can be transformed by those “luckiest stars in 
heaven” (1.3.241), Helen challenges, or perhaps even bolsters, the religiosity of reading the 
stars. We see this thread reappear in Lafeu’s wonder at her cure of the King. In the event, a 
ballad is produced, but it is one praising Helen’s abilities. Lafeu onstage carries the broadside 
of “A showing of a heavenly effect in an earthly / actor” (2.3.23-24). Heaven and earth here 
meet in the body of the lowly feminine agent who, the title of the ballad seems to suggest, 
harnesses directly the power of the stars. Instead of emphasizing her skill, the ballad trades in 
the language of wonders and miracles in which so many cheap pamphlets and ballads in the 
period trafficked.  
Even seemingly ridiculous advice can be cast in astrological discourse for one’s own 
purposes. Parolles, no adept in the astrological sciences, as we have seen, nonetheless urges 
Bertram to be more familiar—and thus put himself more at risk socially—with the other 
lords: “Be more expressive to them, for they wear themselves in the cap of the time; there do 
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muster true gait, eat, speak, and move, under the influence of the most receiv’d star” (2.1.51-
54). Versed in the vernacular sciences in the period, Helena’s knowledge of astrological 
science stands in stark contrast to the trite renditions of her abilities in ballads or in 
opposition to Parolles’ hapless attempts to marshal astral metaphors in his seduction of 
Bertram away from prudent behavior.  
 As I have been suggesting, astrology subtended gendered, political, and religious 
agency in a diverse range of rhetorical registers, ranging from the strictly metaphorical to the 
more “empiric” meanings inhering in the movement of the heavens. From within an astral 
worldview, Helena must negotiate these many layers of meaning in order to justify her 
pursuit of Bertram. In her transition to “Doctor She,” Helena does not simply adopt a single 
empirical discourse and practice—rather, she borrows from the concept of astrological 
influence and situates herself squarely amid contemporary natural philosophical debates 
regarding human position within a shifting cosmological landscape. In the absence of hard 
proof for the many affective and material conditions of Helena’s fulfilment of Bertram’s 
conditions, the play rests ultimately on the category of belief. And this ineffable construct is 
hard to rely upon, as the other characters’ incredulity at the end of the play evinces—upon 
seeing Helena the King exclaims “Is there no exorcist / Beguiles the truer office of mine 
eyes? / Is’t real that I see” (5.1.98-300). And Bertram’s acceptance of Helena is still highly 
conditional: “If she, my liege, can make me know this clearly, / I’ll love her dearly, ever, 
ever, dearly” (5.3.309-311). What constitutes knowledge “clearly”? How can such a 
condition be met even with the birth of a child? As spectators, we lack this proof too; the 
promised child, the visual proof of Helen’s fulfillment of the letter to the letter, cannot yet be 
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produced, nor can the various knots that are untangled fully resolve the affective dissonance 
we are left with at the play’s conclusion.  
Upon the heels of Helena’s cure of the King, in Paroles’ inability to remain 
judiciously silent he responds enthusiastically to Lafeu’s recounting of a recent miracle. 
Those who refuse to admit Helen’s skills and knowledge, Paroles asserts, are of the 
“facinerious spirit” (2.3.29). In editors’ glosses, facinerious is a variation on the Latinate-
English from facinor (evil deed).270 The textual problems that such a term as “facinerious” 
raises serve as an emblem for the issues of belief, knowledge, and the astrological sciences 
that the play absorbs and refashions. All’s Well considers the facinerious and beneficial 
effects of the stars upon human subjects. Language and the practice of reading the skies 
collude in Helena’s formulation of her own agential trajectory from lowly household ward to 
physician, countess, and wife in both name and deed. Attempting to appease Bertram, Helena 
vows that she “ever shall / With true observance seek to eke out that / Wherein toward me 
my homely stars have fail’d / To equal my great fortune” (2.5.73-76). The failure of the stars 
in situating Helena in a favorable social position, however, does not prevent her from 








                                                        







The Serving Man and the Devil: Demonology from Below in Doctor Faustus 
 
 
I. Burning: Devils and the Category of Knowledge 
 
In John Fletcher and Philip Massinger’s The Prophetess (1622), the clown Geta obtains a 
position of authority once his master, Dioclesianus, becomes emperor through the assistance 
of the sibyl Delphia’s magical and prophetic powers. Geta, a notorious double-dealer, abuses 
his new social authority throughout the play. At one point, he demands Delphia employ her 
magical abilities to furnish him with a succubus. However, once the she-devil appears 
onstage, Geta is immediately struck with burning that insinuates he suffers the afflictions of a 
sexually transmitted disease, most likely syphilis:  
I am certain burnt to ashes!  
I have a kind of glass-house in my cod-piece!  
Are these the flames of state? I am roasted over,  
Over, and over-roasted. Is this office?  
The pleasure of authority? I'll no more on't  
Till I can punish devils too, I'll quit it.  
Some other trade now, and some course less dangerous,  
Or certainly I'll tile again for two-pence (3.2)271 
                                                        
271 Fletcher and Massinger, The Prophetess, in Beaumont and Fletcher, Vol. V., edited by A.R. Waller. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1907.  
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By the 1620s, devils onstage were familiar sights. As John Cox documents, from the 1570s to 
1642, “[d]evils appear in about forty new plays that we know of during this time, with the 
latest of them being performed for the first time as late as 1641.”272 Geta’s humorous 
interaction with a succubus, then, was not new. After generations of stage devils in morality 
plays and in stage dramas such as The Witch of Edmonton, A Looking Glass for London, and 
The Devil’s Charter, in 1622 this moment would have certainly called to mind for early 
modern audiences their beliefs about demons. This tradition includes the very real power 
these malevolent agents possess in influencing human lives, while at the same time allowing 
for humor and skepticism to push against contemporary, credulous attitudes.273 So too, 
Geta’s ignorance on the dangers of demonic sexual concourse would have echoed an oft-
sounded alarum voiced by contemporary authors in demonological tracts and witchcraft 
pamphlets: whether in jest or earnest, the adage “he must have a long spoon that must eat 
with the devil” (4.3.55) was consistently enacted on the early modern stage.274 From his 
unique social position, ridiculously and inappropriately inflated as it is, Geta painfully learns 
the dangers that demonic beings hold over the human body and soul. Geta is only one of 
several clownish characters on the early modern stage who discovers the intimate ways in 
                                                        
272 Cox, The Devil and the Sacred in English Drama, 1350-1642, 150. Cox goes on to note that the average for 
this span would have been “a little under one new play a year” featuring a devil onstage, and thus “[i]t is not 
unreasonable to assume that in those years one could almost always have found a devil play in performance 
somewhere in London” (150).  
 
273 Discussing the act of conjuring onstage, Andrew Soffer argues that for early modern performances, 
“conjuring poises on the knife-edge between representing (mimesis) and doing (kinesis).” These ambiguous 
speech-acts, then, allowed for the stage to perform potentially dangerous and efficacious acts of invoking 
demonic presences. See “How to Do Things with Demons: Conjuring Performatives in ‘Doctor Faustus,’” 
Theatre Journal 61.1 (2009): 1.  
 
274 Shakespeare, The Comedy of Errors.   
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which the devil and his cohort might interact, welcomed or not, with a human subject.275 At 
the end of his speech, Geta wishes to return to his state of ignorance and social position as a 
tile-layer, if only because the dangerous knowledge of the devil creates “a kind of glass-
house in my cod-piece” (3.2). His brief foray into learning from demons ends in bodily 
punishment that foreshadows the tortures of hell.  
 Whereas The Prophetess has only one clown, Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus includes 
three—Faustus’s servant Wagner and the trickster thieves Robin and Rafe. As Jonson puts it 
in the Epistle to Volpone, audiences desire “to see fools and devils […] with all other 
ridiculous and exploded follies.”276 Jonson’s pairing here, of fools and devils, however, has 
not been explored in current scholarship. The relationship between clowns and demons, as I 
will argue, has much to tell us about the period’s understanding of preternatural knowledge, 
or what fruits of wisdom the devil can provide to his subjects. Learning quickly, and often 
painfully, that demonic knowledge is sensual and not true wisdom, the fools in Doctor 
Faustus enact in parallel the title character’s own agonizing process of learning that the devil 
only proffers knowledge grounded in the material and the bodily. As Faustus’s example and 
contemporary witchcraft pamphlets make clear, this knowledge is on offer for all, including 
unlettered witches, university scholars, and the clowns who attend them. I contend in this 
chapter that characters obtain demonic knowledge through an apprentice-like system of 
transmission, but there are no clear hierarchies in who can subsequently advance to the ranks 
of the devil’s journeyman (or journeywoman in the case of witches). Instead, through the 
                                                        
275 See, for example, the character of the poor scholar Miles in Robert Greene’s Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay. 
London: 1594.  
 
276 Ben Jonson, Volpone, edited by Richard Dutton. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015: 60-61.  
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category of experiencing demonic interactions (often intimately and bodily), witches, 
wizards, and clowns alike acquire a specialized, but nonetheless disappointingly 
materialized, form of knowledge.  
As Stuart Clark and others have amply documented, demonological discourse in the 
early modern period was highly advanced and theoretical.277 Nonetheless, this science also 
interacted with, and was influenced by, popular beliefs about the devil and his agents.278 
Early modern witchcraft pamphlets, despite their negative portrayal of the socially 
marginalized witch, simultaneously explore with fascination the possibility that the one 
making a contract with the devil might possess important knowledge about Satan and his 
wiles.279 In other words, experiential knowledge of demonic interaction goes beyond 
                                                        
277 Also, importantly, demonology was a scientific endeavor. As Clark argues, “in early modern Europe, natural 
and demonic magic were grounded in nature on the same terms. Demonological and more general scientific 
interests in certain interpretative issues can thus be closely identified with each other,” Thinking with Demons, 
250.   
 
278 Admittedly, the methodological problem here is how far to take representations of popular belief as accurate 
reflections on the part of the author. In other words, we cannot access directly early modern popular belief about 
the devil and his forms of knowing. Instead, as a literary scholar I am much more interested in how 
representations of popular knowledge function in a literary and intertextual manner. As Richard Kieckhefer 
summarizes, “[t]he general problem that confronts the historian of witchcraft is a familiar one: it is notoriously 
difficult to glean the beliefs of the illiterate masses when the only sources are texts drawn up by the literate 
elite. Essentially the same problem confronts scholars dealing with mythology, legends of the saints, rural 
festivals, and other subjects.” See European Witch Trials: their Foundations in Popular and Learned Culture, 
1300-1500. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1976: 2. The historiographical debate on 
the relationship between elite and popular notions of demonology is vast, with different approaches 
emphasizing the separation or the interrelation of the two traditions. See Edward Bever, “Popular Witch Beliefs 
and Magical Practices,” in The Oxford Handbook of Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe and Colonial America, 
edited by Brian P. Levack. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013: 50-68.  
 
279 See, for example, the claims to epistemic certainty by the anonymous author in the definition of a witch, 
which at the same time speaks to the manifold forms of arcane knowledge that the witch might possess: “A 
Witch is one that worketh by the Devill, or by some Devillish or Curious Art, either hurting or healing, 
revealing things secret, or foretelling things to come, which the Devill hath devised to entangle, and snare mens 
soules withall, unto damnation” (A4v). The author goes on to enfold conjurers into the compact of those with 
secret knowledges: “The Conjurer, the Enchaunter, the Sorcerer, the Deviner, and whosoever other sort there is, 
are indeed compassed within this circle. The Devill doth (no doubt) after divers sorts, and divers forms deale in 
these: But no man is able to shew an Essentiall difference in each of them from the rest” (A4v). Attempts at 
categorization break down, here, because the “circle” of those who obtain forbidden and potentially unbounded 
knowledges are beyond the ken of individual human inquiry. See Anon., The Witches of Northampton-shire 
Agnes Browne. Ioane Vaughan. Arthur Bill. Hellen Ienkenson. Mary Barber. Witches. Who Were All Executed 
at Northampton the 22. of Iuly Last. 1612. London: 1612. 
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contemporary learned demonological discourse and considers seriously the contributions the 
witch, the excessively curious, or the demonically possessed can offer to the project of 
understanding preternatural influence. 
Just as there is a contemporary suspicion that anyone might, through offering their 
soul, learn more about Satan than demonological science can possibly theorize, so too did 
scholars and clerics fantasize about the unlimited store of knowledge that the devil has 
garnered through millennia of experience. As Richard Bernard concedes in his judicial 
manual for prosecuting witches, the devil gains experiential knowledge and thus a canny 
foresight not from true prophetic ability but rather due to powerful deductive reasoning. He 
then imparts these predictions to witches, who appear as conveyers of prophetic 
inevitabilities. In Bernard’s formula, Satan “[b]y his owne, and his fellow Deuils diligence in 
all places, […] are acquainted with all secret plots, consultations, resolutions, and 
preparations, which they will relate to others, which know them not, as predictions, which are 
onely that which they elsewhere see and heare.”280 As sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
drama demonstrated, the devil can see and hear much, occasioning, for example, 
Mephistopheles’s sudden approach upon Faustus’s renunciation of God in Doctor Faustus, or 
the demonic familiar Dog’s entrance to the cursing Elizabeth Sawyer in The Witch of 
Edmonton.281 There are then, three layers to the process of demonic knowledge acquisition as 
I describe it here: that of the devil himself and what he permits his apprentices to learn 
through their own experience of demonic trickery, alongside the knowledge of the author or 
                                                        
 
280 Richard Bernard, A Guide to Grand-Iury Men, 65.  
 
281 All citations from Doctor Faustus are from Christopher Marlowe: The Complete Plays, edited by Frank 
Romany and Robert Lindsey. New York: Penguin, 2003. For The Witch of Edmonton, see the edition edited by 
Arthur F. Kinney. New York: Bloomsbury, 1998.  
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transcriber, who is necessarily removed from the secretive compact of the devil and his 
followers.  
In the period, the distinction between those sorcerers who harnessed ceremonial 
magic to control demons and the village witches who practiced maleficium—Faustus and 
Sawyer, for instance—was much neater in theory than in practice.282 The two classes of 
individuals who dealt with demonic agents blurred and were, together, invariably 
condemned. Oscillating between these social and educational positions are those curious 
clowns on the early modern stage and in pamphlet literature who engage with Satan and his 
agents without necessarily possessing the acrimony of the witch or the learned discourses of 
the magician. This list of clownish conjurers includes Geta, Cuddy Banks in The Witch of 
Edmonton, and the three clowns in Doctor Faustus. These servants, clowns, and dupes of the 
devil are the subject of this chapter, who have yet to receive attention in early modern 
scholarship despite, I argue, the unique understanding these figures advance in contemporary 
notions of early modern demonic knowledge.283 As I chart in this chapter, Marlowe’s Doctor 
                                                        
282 We might consider, for example, the pairing of two narratives in a pamphlet printed in 1612. The first prose 
section describes a priest in France who is figured as a magus. Upon inheriting his uncle’s library, the priest 
Lewis Gaudfredy “plunged himselfe so deepely into the Infernall Gulph of the Coniurations and Inuocations 
comprehended & contained in the said bookes of Toliet and Agrippa” (A3v). The second half of the pamphlet 
contains an account of four witches apprehended in a French town, in which the author hopes to convey how his 
readers may “more clearely vnderstand, by these fower Sorceresies or rather in deed Tygresses, or hagges, who 
committed this outrage” the devilish practices of their murder of a young girl (D2v). The combination of such 
narratives places the magus and the witches on a similar plane of condemnation. See Anon., The Life and Death 
of Levvis Gaufredy a Priest of the Church of the Accoules in Marceilles in France, (Who After Hee Had Giuen 
Him Selfe Soule and Bodie to the Diuell) Committed many most Abhominable Sorceries, but Chiefly vpon Two 
Very Faire Young Gentle-Women, Mistris Magdalene of the Marish, and Mistris Victoire Corbier, Whose 
Horrible Life Being Made Manifest, Hee Was Arraigned and Condemned by the Court of Parliament of Aix in 
Prouince, to Be Burnt Aliue, which Was Performed the Last Day of April. 1611. Together with the 53. Articles 
of His Confession. To which Is Annexed, a True Discourse of a Most Inhumaine Murther, Committed by Foure 
Women Witches, vpon a Young Gyrle, of Bbout Tenne Yeares Olde, who Were All Executed the 28. of Iune Last 
Past. Translated and Faithfully Collected out of Two French Copies, the One Printed at Paris, the Other at 
Roane. Anno. 1612. London: 1612.   
 
283 Richard Preiss discusses the larger category of the clown as a character and proto-author in early modern 
drama. See Clowning and Authorship in Early Modern Theatre. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014.  
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Faustus performs a similar epistemic function as witchcraft pamphlets from the period. Both 
genres work to explicate what knowledges a novice can gain from the devil, grounding such 
knowledge in the material, the visual, and the bodily.  
As Geta and others on the stage learn, Satan is the ultimate deceiver, characterized in 
these many discourses as a dramatist crafting intricate fictions for the unwary. In the English 
divine George Gifford’s demonological treatise, set forth as a dialogue, Samuel requests that 
his companion Daniel elucidate the dangers of turning to a wise woman or man for assistance 
against bewitching. Upon relating a particular instance that Samuel witnessed himself, in 
which a woman convicted of witchcraft recounts how her demonic familiar (a cat) enabled 
her to harm village neighbors, Samuel asks whether this proves that the cat was truly a 
demonic spirit sent by the accused woman. However, Daniel denies that the witch herself 
enacted the mischief, basing his proof in language of fiction and play:  
 Daniel: Uerie well, then you see the Cat is the beginner of this play.  
 Samuel: Cald you it a play? It was no play to some.  
Daniel: Indeed the witch at last had better haue wrought hard, then bene at her play. 
But I meane Satan did play the Iugler.284 
Samuel’s insistence that this experience was no pastime for those involved alerts us to the 
fact that early modern demonological knowledge waged high stakes for early modern 
individuals, and the social spectrum of those who came into contact with the devil ranged 
from the persecuted old crone to the highest powers in the nation.285 The early modern stage 
                                                        
284 Gifford, A Dialogue Concerning Witches and Witchcraftes, D4v. Later in the text Gifford expands on the 
play metaphor: “Looke vnto God, for those wicked spirits play all parts in the play, and delude both the witches 
and others” (J4v).  
 
285 However, according to the authors of the Malleus Malificarum, there are certain classes of individuals, 
namely, those who persecute witches, those who conduct exorcisms, and those who specifically blessed by the 
Holy Ghost, whom are free from the afflictions of witchcraft. See Part II, Question I in Heinrich Kramer and 
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and witchcraft pamphlets in the period both asked similar questions: What, then, can be done 
to overcome the wiles of this “Iugler,” who is gambling with men and women’s souls? What 
is to be gained from studying the fictions that the devil orchestrates? What bulwarks against 
temptation can be obtained through witnessing and understanding the legerdemain or “play” 
of Satan? The early modern stage forcibly advances these questions and ultimately suggests 
that experiential knowledge of the devil’s epistemic shortcomings—the mere base, earthly 
matters upon which the devil can expound—can provide an answer to how to theorize 
demonic knowledge in its many manifestations.  
These opening examples make apparent that there are many dangers to be 
encountered from coming into contact with demonic beings. And yet both genres—stage play 
and demonological tract—are also zealously curious about how such interactions can actually 
produce knowledge, knowledge deriving as it does from a preternatural figure who possesses 
nearly illimitable understanding of humankind and nature. In this analysis I first discuss 
contemporary demonological science, as represented in the work of English demonologists 
William Perkins, George Gifford, and Alexander Roberts, among others, who are in 
conversation with continental texts such as Jean Bodin’s De la demonomanie des sorciers 
(Of the Demonmania of the Sorcerers) and the primary source of most Renaissance 
demonological theory, the Malleus Maleficarum by Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger.286 
I argue that these English treatises and their continental sources evince a growing 
disaffection with the state of contemporary demonological knowledge—they reveal, in other 
                                                        
Jacob Sprenger, The Hammer of Witches: A Complete Translation of the Malleus Malificarum, translated and 
edited by Christopher S. Mackay. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009. Importantly, this exclusionary 
process does not prevent witches from enacting harm on the highest powers in the nation and the lowliest 
village inhabitants.   
 
286 See Jean Bodin, On the Demonmania of Witches, translated by Randy A. Scott with an introduction by 
Jonathan L. Pearl. Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 1995.  
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words, an awareness that there are human limits to understanding the devil and his powers of 
cognition. Nonetheless, these tracts are also tempted by the possibility that figures who come 
into contact with demons—like Geta or the cunning woman Samuel wishes to consult—
might possess knowledge to which the divines themselves have less intimate access. After 
characterizing contemporary demonological discourse surrounding preternatural knowledge, 
I move to sixteenth- and seventeenth-century witchcraft pamphlets, arguing that these unique 
and popular printed texts have much to tell us about what authors believed the witch or 
conjurer knew about demonic activity. While scholars of early modern witchcraft have 
combed the archives of trial records and popular pamphlets for what they reveal about 
gender, class, and religion, my emphasis is on category of preternatural knowledge contained 
in these unique texts, which interlace the learned demonological discourses of the period 
alongside popular traditions.  
Embedded in these discussions is a serious consideration, imbricated throughout the 
texts, of what powers of knowing the devil and his agents possess; throughout these many 
layers of knowledge is the idea that they intersect and overlap one another. The category of 
knowledge here cannot be unified under a single source or represent a univocal method for 
obtaining certainty; instead, there are three forms of preternatural understanding that I 
examine in this study—that of the author, who wishes to impart demonological knowledge to 
his readers; that of the character engaging in a demonic contract, who reveals the scope of his 
or her preternatural knowledge despite the delusions he or she might be under from the devil; 
and that of the devil himself, who is figured in this literature as knowledgeable not only 
about human weaknesses, but also regarding Nature herself. These three forms of knowing 
are mediated by the author’s recounting, and the representations of knowing of the latter two 
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categories are not necessarily in harmony with the pamphlet author’s own opinions on what 
the witch and the devil might understand.  
Later in the seventeenth century, it was possible to describe Satan as proficient in 
“Experimental Knowledge.”287 The bounds of the devil’s knowledge grew rather than 
diminished in the period, and the stage and the printed text were both sites from which one 
could learn of the many tricks and artifices of the archenemy to Christianity.288 Moreover, all 
three sources of knowledge were considered in the period as significant elements to 
contributing to the science of demonology: Who knows better than the devil and his agents 
the many wonders of the natural world? Early modern drama staged the inquiry of such a 
question not only through learned doctors and divines interacting with the Prince of 
Darkness, but also through those of the lower orders engaging in their own forms of inquiry 
and directly experiencing the many demons populating the stage.  
Importantly, Doctor Faustus is interested in how moments of contact between devil 
and apprentice are anchored in the visual and sensuous. While scholars have emphasized 
Doctor Faustus’s deal with the devil, this discussion usually fails to acknowledge how his 
servant Wagner and the clowns in the play come to interact with the devils their master 
invokes. This interaction, crucially, is mirrored in the period’s witchcraft pamphlets—both 
evince a serious engagement with what participants might experience, and the knowledge 
they might gain, from coming into contact with those preternatural agents who appear so 
                                                        
287 R[ichard] G[ilpin], Daemonologia Sacra: or, a Treatise of Satans Temptations. London: 1677: 23. Qtd. in 
Stuart Clark, Thinking with Demons, 162.  
 
288 Brian Levack discusses how witnessing exorcisms could also produce knowledge of the devil: “Exorcists 
deployed the knowledge of the Devil that they had acquired from these and other sources in their dialogues with 
the demons. In this way the people who attended these public rituals or who later read about them in possession 
narratives could acquire or increase their knowledge of the demonic world” (84). See The Devil Within: 
Possession and Exorcism in the Christian West. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2013.  
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starkly on the early modern stage. Interestingly, as in the cheap print archive to which I turn, 
these plays focus less on the “metaphysics of magicians” that Faustus labels as “heavenly” 
(1.51;52). Instead, even those learned magi in early modern drama are seduced by the 
immediate, the ocular, and the physical manifestations and effects of demonic interaction. 
Like the impoverished early modern witch, these magicians also lack the ability to move 
beyond the mere material signifiers of magical ability and demonic contract. Faustus, then, is 
placed in the same ontological position as those who serve him—the clowns and servants 
who interact with demonic presences on the early modern stage learn from their master and 
also mimic his own focus on the material traces of demonic activity rather than moving to the 
higher philosophical learning accessible to those with true percipient abilities. Indeed, the 
clowns harness their naïve cunning and trickery to parrot the forms of conjuring of the 
magus, and their lack of knowledge of languages and arcana ultimately proves less important 
than their willingness to learn, sometimes physically, the wiles of the devil.  
 
II. Knowing: English Demonological Science and Satan’s Insurmountable Powers of 
Cognition 
 
Early modern demonological discourse was a practice in both demystifying what the 
limits of demonic power were and, at the same time, intimating the widespread, nearly 
innumerable forms of demonic intervention in human affairs. As Nathan Johnstone argues, 
Protestant divines and scholars redirected emphasis on the devil’s powers away from his 
corporeal forms towards, rather, his ability to invade the human subject internally—unseen 
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and thus more pernicious.289 Darren Oldridge discusses the medieval conception of “the 
bodily reality of the devil” and his subsequent transformation to the spectral, after the 
Reformation, for “the devil’s power was enhanced […] through a massive extension of his 
sphere of influence.”290 Nonetheless, as Oldridge notes, this shift was by no means absolute, 
and thus the devil’s abilities to occupy both physical space and hover as an indeterminate, 
unseen presence in the external environment existed simultaneously. This understanding of 
the devil’s ineffable incursion in the human body, for example, motives Page’s astonishment 
in The Merry Wives of Windsor at Ford’s belief that he has been cuckolded, “What spirit, 
what devil suggests this imagination?” (3.3.230).291 At once unseen and yet represented 
bodily on the early modern stage in numerous plays, all of them responding to the success of 
Doctor Faustus,292 the nearly atmospheric power of the devil to infiltrate a subject’s mind 
and body was a pressing concern. The stage and demonological tracts also considered what 
knowledge might be gained from such intimate access to a higher preternatural being.  
English demonological treatises by figures such as George Gifford, William Perkins, 
and Alexander Roberts all acknowledge that the devil possesses a power of reasoning and 
                                                        
289 As Johnstone comments, “Protestant theologians now elevated internal temptation into the most important 
and dangerous aspect of his [Satan’s] agency. Subversion was now the Devil’s greatest threat—of the pious 
aspirations of the individual Christian, and of the godly nation as a whole.” See The Devil and Demonism in 
Early Modern England. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006: 2.  
 
290 Oldbridge, The Devil in Early Modern England. Sutton Publishing: Stroud, UK, 2002: 17; 24.  
 
291 Shakespeare, The Merry Wives of Windsor. This aspect of the devil is even more apparent in The Witch of 
Edmonton. Pressed by the need to rid himself of his second wife, Frank Thorney is “rubbed” by the demonic 
familiar Dog. Frank cannot see the demon, but the audience can. Nonetheless Frank acknowledges some sort of 
preternatural intervention in his decision to murder Susan: “Thank you for that” (3.3.15) he says to the 
invisible-to-him demon.  
 
292 Cox, The Devil and the Sacred, 127.  
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intuition that reaches far beyond human capacity.293 There is perhaps an unwitting ring of 
admiration in the publisher Thomas Pickering’s description of the devil’s abilities to entrap 
humankind in his wiles, for Satan concocts “plots exquisitely contruied, and orderly framed, 
as it were in Methode.”294 This “Methode” entails the devil cannily reading into the external 
and internal signs of natural phenomena, human desires, and even possesses the less 
illustrious form of common sense. The consensus on the devil’s scope of knowledge was that 
he was vastly more percipient and shrewd a reader of natural causes and human dispositions 
than the sum of human understanding could add up to, given the post-lapsarian degradation 
of human reasoning and the devil’s long habitation on earth.295 To Gifford, accessing the 
depths of Satan’s understanding is a sisyphean undertaking, for human reasoning and 
theological study can only get one so far in comprehending the devil’s knowledge: “Nay, we 
are not able to imagine the depth of his sleights, neither can we see the secrete force, 
wherwith he moueth the minds of ignorant people, and so bringeth about his enterprises. 
There doth lie the greatest cunning of Satan.”296 This “secrete force” Gifford cites as so 
                                                        
293 We should note, too, that these demonological tracts are portable, small texts that would have been on the 
cheaper end of the print market (though of course lengthier than pamphlets). In quarto format, the copies I 
examined at the Folger Shakespeare Library are all relatively worn, with marginal notations by active readers. 
For example, the copy of William Perkin’s A Discourse (STC 19698 Copy 1) contains queries and additional 
demonological sources from a certain J.M.  
 
294 Thomas Pickering, “To the Right Honovrable Sir Edward Cooke” in William Perkins A Discourse of the 
Damned Art of Witchcraft so Farre Forth as it Is Reuealed in the Scriptures, and Manifest by True Experience. 
Framed and Deliuered by M. William Perkins, in His Ordinarie Course of Preaching, and now Published by 
Tho. Pickering Batchelour of Diuinitie, and Minister of Finchingfield in Essex. Whereunto Is Adioyned a 
Twofold Table; One of the Order and Heades of the Treatise; Another of the Texts of Scripture Explaned, or 
Vindicated from the Corrupt Interpretation of the Aduersarie. London: 1610: ¶2r.  
 
295 According to Clark, “In early modern Europe devils were allowed enormous intellectual and physical 
powers. Theology told of an original fall from divine favour that nevertheless left their other angelic advantages 
more or less intact. They retained the subtlety and acuity of spirits, they continued to draw on their experience 
since the creation, and they could still act with extraordinary strength and speed.” Thinking with Demons, 161.   
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harmful to the unsuspecting or unlearned troubles the demonologist, whose numerous 
expositions of the devil’s powers of percipience runs up against what is ultimately Satan’s 
ineffable and pervasive powers of influence and cognition. Nonetheless, for other authors 
there is a limit to the Devil’s understanding. He, occupying the middle ground between 
God’s perfect knowledge and circumscribed human understanding, is delimited by God’s 
own inscrutable aims. To Thomas Adams, “Devills and men may guesse by observation, and 
collection of causes probable to beget such events: onely God knowes.”297 For Adams, 
although Satan is the nonpareil observer of causation, he speculates on a plane equal to that 
of humans. The problem, of course, is that Satan possesses a much larger and chronologically 
impressive corpus of experiential knowledge that then allows for him to make a “guesse” 
typically outwitting human capacity for divining the future.  
Other demonologists were much more expansive than Adams in their exegesis of 
Satan’s powers of knowing. Nathanael Homes, for example, encompasses powers of 
prophecy, the body, and nature’s secrets in his explication of the devil’s understanding:  
[T]he Devil, being a spirit of exceeding knowledge (for hee lost onely his goodnesse) 
He understanding better then men the Prophesies of the Old Testament, the secrets of 
nature, what nature may be heightened unto in being, or operation, and the 
dependence of actions, both naturally and morally, oft times doth hitt right in 
Predictions. As hee by his Oracle foretold Great Alexander of things, as of Victories, 
&c. change of Empires, &c. by knowledge he had stollen out of the Prophesie of 
Daniel 11.3. And so by his skil in mens natural complexions, and passions, and to 
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varnish incentive objects; observing what causes natural or moral doe usually produce 
such effects, He, and by his helpe, his Wizards, or Diviners foretel somtimes very 
right, what wil befal such and such men.298 
Imagining the fall of Lucifer in the Miltonic sense of losing only his angelic essence and 
purity, Homes conjures an image of Satan pilfering all sources of existing texts in nature—
the prophecies of Daniel, nature’s own revolutions and changes, and human bodies. 
Interestingly, those sorcerers under the employ of the devil, in Homes’ estimation, are not 
simply receptacles of demonic knowledge, but rather furnish intelligence that Satan then 
manipulates to his own use. Although he offers the “helpe” in divination, the wizards, 
diviners, and local magical practitioners are active participants in his project of furthering 
prophetic deception, a form of deceit that is grounded in the materials of nature and the body.  
 Satan shares with those he beguiles the “experience” that is so often touted by early 
modern authors regarding the means through which artisans, shepherds, and other lay 
interpreters obtain knowledge. Indeed, all the demonological tracts I examine here comment 
on Satan’s experiential knowledge: for Roberts, the devil is “by long experience 
instructed,”299 in Perkins’s formula, his “skil hath beene confirmed by experience of the 
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course of nature,”300 and to King James, he is “worldlie wise, and taught by an continuall 
experience.”301 To the Elizabethan divine Perkins, Satan overreaches human cognitive 
powers due to his “beeing aboue the might of all sensible Creatures, and euery way seconded 
by the greatnesse of his knowledge and experience.”302 According to Gifford, Satan grounds 
his malevolent practices in astute observation: “Satan can giue a nere coniecture when these 
come to be fulfilled. Hee is a most subtill obseruer of thinges, and will gesse at many: but 
especially, where hee hath power giuen him to worke and to bring any matter about, he can 
and will tell it aforehand.”303 Gifford affirms that demons are constrained by God’s 
providence. However, the devil is able to convince witches and sorcerers otherwise, for a key 
part of his deception is in making them believe that the devil alone, without 
God’sdispensation, is able to effect death and disease.304 Satan thus is able “to spread this 
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opinion among the people” without justification, against which the knowing divine 
disclaims.305 
Moreover, Satan is the ultimate physician, diagnosing the inward diseases and 
afflictions of the human body that are not apparent to the common observer. His powers of 
knowing, then, extend to that underneath the skin, as Gifford claims in his dialogue: “Againe, 
wee must consider that there bee naturall causes in the bodies of men and beastes of grieuous 
tormentes and diseases, yea euen causes of death. Nowe, they cannot be so secrete, but the 
deuill knoweth them, and euen when they are like to take effect.”306 Beyond knowing internal 
maladies, Satan was also believed to be able to induce them. As Robert Burton’s section in 
The Anatomy of Melancholy entitled “A Digression of Divels, and How They Cause 
Melancholy” argues, the devil’s power was so extensive as to defy quantification: “How farre 
their power doth extend, it is hard to determine, we finde by experience, that they can hurt 
not our fields only, cattell, goods, but our bodies and minds.”307 Burton goes on to specify 
Satan’s power in harming the body and consequently in fostering an unstable self whose 
boundaries are by no means safe from demonic influences:  
Agrippa and Lauater are perswaded that this humour invites the Diuell to it, 
wheresoeuer it is in extremity, and of all others Melancholy persons are most subiect 
to diabolicall temptations, and illusions, and most apt to entertaine them and the 
Divell best able to work vpon them. But whether by obsession, or possession, or 
otherwise, I will not determine, t'is a difficult question.308  
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Burton declines to name the origin of the devil’s power to influence the body, narrowly 
avoiding a theological debate on the means the devil uses to deceive and harm the body. 
However, Burton, like early modern English demonologists, acknowledges the pervasive and 
baffling powers of Satan to intervene in human bodily and moral affairs.  
The physical and insalubrious powers of the devil go further, however, in also 
affording seemingly benign remedies to what are, deceptively, demonic afflictions. 
According to Gifford, Satan’s agents extend to those cunning folk who are also complicit in 
creating this masquerade that witches themselves effect the bodily harms of others: “And to 
driue the people into a deeper madnes in this, & to mak them beleeue, that strange and 
suddaine torments and languishing diseases come by witches, he hath his other sort of 
witches, the cunning men and women, which tell euen vpon his worde, (which you know is 
to be trusted) that they be bewitched, that they bee haunted with fayries, and that ther be thus 
many witches therabout, in euerie town some.”309 The sense that there is an abundance of 
witches who mask themselves under the cover of cunning folk is a typical fear on the part of 
English demonologists, who predict that such proliferation works to undo the nation and 
Protestant religion itself.310 As demonologists often proclaim in their prefaces, the bulwark 
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against such demonic increase, besides persecution, is in creating and disseminating 
demonological knowledge through the vehicle of print and performance.311  
Despite the experiences of the devil, there is a strong claim, or fantasy, on the other 
hand, that the demonologist or divine possesses expertise in discerning the devil’s wiles and 
fictions. As Gifford proclaims, he writes this “small Treatise” to “lay open some of Sathans 
sleightes, and subtill practises, least the ignoranter sort should be carried awry and seduced 
more and more by them.”312 But the qualifier “some of” belies Gifford’s assurances that he 
can encyclopedically catalogue the devil’s forms of inventiveness. To the schoolmaster M.B. 
in Gifford’s dialogue, the category of daily experience, which I discuss in the Introduction, is 
evoked to confirm his position that witches are able, through the help of the devil, to send 
spirits to harm their neighbors: “we haue it confirmed by daylie experience.”313 
Counteracting the devil’s experience with his own, M.B., and by extension Gifford, espouses 
direct interaction with witches and the demonically possessed as credentials to his enterprise 
in putting to print these expositions on the devil. Indeed, media consciousness is a common 
refrain in the genre. For Gifford, “I haue done it [his demonological tract] in waye of a 
Dialogue, to make the fitter for the capacity of the simpler sort.”314 Moving between the two 
poles of learned demonological science and explication of popular belief, English 
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demonological tracts evince a growing concern with how to articulate and persuade its 
readers of the real, and physical, presence of the devil. As we have seen, these texts all 
consider seriously the experience of the devil and how this experience contributes to his 
ability to delude and to craft intricate fictions for the unwary.  
Nonetheless, the experience of the divine or demonologist faces the nearly 
insupportable task of understanding the mechanics of the “art” of witchcraft. Indeed, Perkins 
admits as much in his discussion of what, ultimately, witchcraft is. For Perkins, witchcraft is 
not simply a practice or a collective of individuals, but rather a cacophony of blasphemies 
that subscribe to formalized ceremonies, theories, and rules that, perhaps, defy ready 
examination by authors such as himself:  
I say it is an Arte, because it is commonly so called and esteemed amongst men, and 
there is reason why it should be thus tearmed. For as in all good and lawfull arts, the 
whole practise thereof is performed by certaine rules and precepts, and without them 
nothing can be done: so Witchcraft hath certaine superstitious grounds and principles 
whereupon it standeth, and by which alone the feats and practises thereof are 
commonly performed.315  
This art, however, remains a secret, and although examiners in witchcraft trials attempted to 
probe the innermost forms of its enactment, there are still secrets to which Perkins himself 
has little access. As he admits in this discussion, Satan only partially reveals certain matters 
to individuals under his control, to those “speciall and tried ones, whome he most betrusteth 
with his secrets, as beeing the fittest to serue his turne, both in respect of their willingnesse to 
learne and practise, as also for their abilitie to become instruments of the mischiefe, which he 
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intendeth to others.”316 There are those in the nation, Perkins suggests, who possess an even 
more comprehensive understanding of the arts of witchcraft due to their unique aptitude for 
enacting Satan’s degenerate devices. That art then, anatomized as it is, nonetheless remains 
elusive to the demonologist, who lacks the experiential knowledge of the witch or sorcerer 
who works under the directives of the arch-artisan of demonic science. For Perkins, the 
layers of knowledge of this art proliferate, as those who learn directly from Satan impart 
muted forms of their practice to others, who are “apt to coneuy that wich they know to 
others.”317 As we shall see, this type of pedagogic proliferation is precisely what occurs in 
Doctor Faustus, in which the arts of conjuring trickle down from the learned magus to the 
hapless grooms. Knowledge and art, in this case, are unstable entities that easily fall 
corrupted but remain efficacious in the hands of all sorts of ready practitioners.  
Ultimately, English demonological tracts run up against the unstable boundaries of 
knowledge—Satan knows more than these authors possibly could, and yet the unsuspecting 
populace are so far removed from wary introspection that they fall readily to the wiles of the 
devil—, and authors’ attempts at explicating various forms of preternatural knowledge reveal 
a sense of unease. In language that touts the experiential over the theoretical, learned divines 
proclaim that they have the necessary knowledge to bring Satan’s deceptions to light. And 
yet, as we have seen, they are also aware that their preternatural exegeses fall flat in the face 
of the many individual encounters with the devil described in these tracts. For Roberts, 
making a contract with the devil contains “both the speculatiue, and practique parts.”318 The 
                                                        
316 Ibid.  
 
317 Perkins, A Discourse, 7.  
 
318 Roberts, A Treatise of Witchcraft, A4r.  
 
 185 
“practique” or experiential dimension of this art, for Roberts, is the most unstable.319 
Theological discourse and textual authority pale in comparison with the need to witness, 
reaffirm, and contemplate the forms of knowing that the devil possesses. As we shall see, the 
language of the devil’s knowledge appears frequently in early modern witchcraft pamphlets, 
but the emphasis in these texts is less on the divine’s or judiciary’s knowledge and more so 
on what the socially marginalized witch or the preternaturally persecuted learns from this 
singular, and yet not all that unusual, experience.  
 
III. Understanding: Early Modern Witchcraft Pamphlets 
 
 Early modern witchcraft now occupies a central position in contemporary scholarship 
on gender, religion, and economics in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.320 Turning to 
both pamphlets and trial records, scholars have added nuance to the idea that marginalized 
individuals, many of them women, were accused of witchcraft due to such socio-economic 
pressures as guilt from denying aid to poor inhabitants of the village, dissolution of charitable 
Catholic religious houses, and the need for explanatory frameworks to account for the high 
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death rate among humans and livestock in the period.321 However, this scholarship has yet to 
explore how witches themselves were thought to contribute significant demonological 
knowledge to contemporary demonlogical discourse. As Edward Bever notes of the field 
generally, “[t]raditionally historians of early modern witchcraft have focused more on the 
beliefs and practices of Europe’s cultural and political elites than on those of ordinary 
peasants and townspeople.”322 Nonetheless, historians and literary scholars are beginning to 
paint a much more vivid image of early modern popular beliefs and their relationship to 
demonology and witchcraft accusations. In marking out a space for discussing 
representations of popular knowledge, my aim is to understand how these pamphlets—
characterized variously as voyeuristic, unsympathetic, or self-serving—are nonetheless 
textual artifacts invested in the creation and representation of knowledge.323  
 Witchcraft pamphlets are difficult documents for the historian or literary scholar to 
analyze, in part because, as Marion Gibson notes “[w]hat we are reading is a multi-layered 
series of documents prepared for a specific purpose by a process of dialogue and exchange 
which is far from straightforward. When the suspected witch came to trial, the transmission 
of text from oral source to printed pamphlet might become even more complicated.”324 
According to Diane Purkiss, the authorial voice in such tracts is notoriously slippery: “The 
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degree and kind of pamphlet ‘authorship’ varies greatly from one pamphlet to another. Some 
pamphlets claim merely to have been produced by someone in court, acting as a kind of early 
legal journalist; some are tissues of hearsay slung together with conspicuous zeal or haste; 
others were produced by people close to the action in court.”325 Understanding whether these 
pamphlets speak to an elite or popular audience is equally problematic, as Frances Dolan 
suggests in her study of evidentiary standards and rubrics for determining truth in the period:  
[W]itchcraft discourses are difficult to categorize as ‘popular’ or ‘elite.’ At the 
‘popular’ extreme, one might place ballads and stories that circulated orally (although 
they also circulated among and were even collected or recorded by the literate, 
urbane, and ‘elite’). At the ‘elite’ extreme, one might place lengthy, learned treatises 
on witchcraft, written by, and largely for, theologians, doctors, and jurists (although 
they often compiled and helped disseminate the beliefs and practices of villagers). 
Most witchcraft discourses flow between these unstable extremes along a continuum 
on which one cannot clearly mark the difference between popular and elite.326 
As I argue below, the oscillation between elite and popular discourse on witchcraft and 
knowledge is generative of a renewed consideration, from multiple angles, of the function 
and utility of understanding the devil. Just as we cannot readily label a demonological tract or 
witchcraft pamphlet as elite or popular, early modern drama also troubles the distinction 
between the knowledge gained by those directly invoking the devil and those who only flirt 
                                                        
325 Purkiss, The Witch in History, 92.  
 
326 Frances E. Dolan, True Relations: Reading, Literature, and Evidence in Seventeenth-Century England. 
Philadelphia: The University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013: 53.  
 
 188 
with demonic contracts. In this leveling move, plays such as Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus 
explored the epistemic instability accompanying the act of jesting with Satan.  
While many scholars have turned to early modern witchcraft pamphlets as evidence 
for social position, gender and the literariness or sensationalist aspects of the narrative, I aim 
to uncover what forms of knowledge the authors are creating. Did witchcraft pamphlets serve 
another purpose beyond the didactic or literary? Did their authors conceive of them as texts 
of value in the marketplace of creating knowledge? Although my analysis is not on the 
specific figure of the witch, but rather on the forms of knowledge that the pamphlet author 
posits is gained from demonic interaction, it is important to note how these tracts evince a 
fascination with the possibility that the witch in particular gains knowledge from the devil. 
As in Chapter One, we have to acknowledge the uneasy relationship between these 
pamphlets as mirrors to early modern social realities and the literarily fictional 
representations included in these tracts. My interest is not in the historical circumstances 
attending such knowledge, but rather on how cheap printed witchcraft pamphlets represented 
the acquisition of these forms of understanding. In these representations, the stage too 
presented the witch, the servant and the clown as unwary participants in the dissemination of 
demonological knowledge by the very fact of their material and immediate understanding of 
Satan.  
The first English witchcraft pamphlet was published in 1566 and recounted the trial 
of three women convicted at Chelmsford in Essex.327 The Examination and confession of 
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certaine wytches belies its consciousness of the form in which the “news” of three witches in 
Essex are conveyed; in this “littel booke” one may “learne” how to avoid landing in that 
“stinking puddle of filthy pollution” known as hell.328 This type of rhetoric characterizes 
witchcraft pamphlets as a genre, sharing with miraculous stories and domestic tragedies a 
homiletic emphasis on learning from immoral actors. Witchcraft pamphlets are highly aware 
of the media in which they operate and the readers who might turn to such tracts. As the 
author of A Detection of Damnable Driftes argues in the Preface to the Reader, the contents 
are delightful and akin to reading edifying fiction: “But contrariwise in this pretie plot may 
holsome hearbes of admonitions for the vnwarie, and carelesse, and soote flowers to recreat 
the wearied sense, be gathered.”329 The reader, here and elsewhere, is enjoined to read a 
moral lesson from the trials, imaginatively “simpling” the medicinal verdure of the text, in a 
dialectical direction that is meant to establish an epistemic bulwark against the devil’s 
temptations by learning of what the pamphlet teaches and what knowledge the witch derives 
from the devil. 
I want to suggest that the form and materiality of the pamphlet itself is a site of 
knowledge, beyond its specific content. In an incredibly interesting and unusual example 
from the period, A true and just Recorde, the text concludes with a fold-out detailing the list 
of each accused individual in the trials previously, in prose, delivered as a narrative (see 
Figure Three). The copious amount of examinants in the preceding narrative warrants such 
an accessible list, memorializing those characters who are labeled as witches or victims. 
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Mirroring the format of a broadside, we can imagine early modern readers who removed the 
fold-out and kept it as a ready tool for keeping track of the various malefactors and their 
targets, a reading aid that furthers and codifies the knowledge of individual participants in the 
unfolding drama. In other words, the specific material properties of the list advance the 
readerly and knowledge-production processes of the encounter with the text.  
 191 
 
Figure Three: Fold-Out from A True and Just Recorde. London: 1582. 
In the period’s witchcraft pamphlets, witchcraft and concourse with the devil are 
figured as social positions akin to apprenticeships of the lowest order. The generational 
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knowledge of the devil is passed down orally and ceremonially, often from mother to 
daughter, as was the case with Elizabeth Francis, who “learned this arte of witchcraft at the 
age of .xii. yeres of hyr grandmother.”330 Joan Waterhouse, on the other hand, attempted to 
deny her induction into the “arte” of witchcraft: “FYrst, that her mother this laste wynter 
would haue learned her this arte, but she lerned it not, nether yet the name of the thinge”331 
And yet, despite an explicit demonstration of her mother’s practice, Joan acquires the 
knowledge of how to engage with the devil from speculation and from perhaps witnessing 
her mother interact with her familiar, not unlike those characters like Wagner, Robin and 
Rafe who, without immediate access to Faustus’s ceremonial magic, nonetheless intuit its 
material forms from experience. For Joan, “as she had seene her mother doe,” she turns to the 
familiar, a dog, and causes it to frighten a little girl who denied her bread.332 In another text, a 
certain Mother Sutton lives with her daughter not to succor her old age and needs, but rather 
to train her in the arts, “to make her a scholler to the Diuell himselfe.”333 In A true and just 
Recorde, witches engage in a period of apprenticeship, and then enact “imaginations,” 
“consultations,” “conference” and “experimentes.”334 In The Apprehension and confession of 
three notorious Witches, Joan Cunny is reported as asserting that “she hath knowledge and 
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Determination of Lawe. Wherein all Men May See What a Pestilent People Witches Are, and how Unworthy to 
Lyve in a Christian Commonwealth. London: 1582: A4r. 
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can doo the most detestable Arte of Witchecraft, and that she learned this her knowledge in 
the same, of one mother Humfrye of Maplested.”335 In Joan’s account, the repeated allusion 
to her knowledge, something she possesses, is out of reach for the author and the examiners, 
who speculate that she practices an “Arte,” but must wheedle from her the specifics that such 
practices entail. Even so, the tract continues to present this knowledge in only the vaguest 
terms, intimating that printed text and performance of witchcraft are only moves towards, 
and not exact apprehensions of, demonic knowledge.  
The suspicion that the witch or sorcerer might possess illimitable knowledge from the 
devil is apparent in an early pamphlet titled The Examination of John Walsh (1566). Walsh 
was a serving man or attendant to a Catholic priest named Sir Robert of Dreiton. From his 
master, Walsh acquires the rudiments of learning and understanding in magical practice, and 
becomes by profession a cunning man. The examiners’ questions to Walsh belie their worry 
that Walsh has gained more knowledge than humans should possess:  
Thirdly, being demaunded whether he did practise any Phisicke or Surgery: he sayde 
that he doth practise both, for the Tisicke and the Agues, and that he hath practised 
thys Phisicke by the space of these. v. yeares, sithens his maister syr Robert of 
Dreiton died.  
Fourthly, being demaunded of whom he learned his Phisicke and Surgery: he 
aunswered that he learned it of hys maister syr Robert of Dreiton.  
 
                                                        
335 Anon. The Apprehension and Confession of Three Notorious Witches. Arreigned and by Justice Condemned 
and Executed at Chelmes-forde, in the Countye of Essex, the 5. Day of Julye, Last Past. 1589. With the Manner 
of Their Divelish Practices and Keeping of their Spirits, whose Fourmes Are Heerein Truelye Proportioned. 
London: 1589: A3v.  
 
 194 
Fiftly, being demaunded whether he doth it by Arte naturally, or els by anye other 
secrete or privy meanes: He aunswered that hee useth hys Phisicke or Surgerie by 
Arte, naturallye practised by him, as he sayth, & not by anye other yll or secrete 
meanes. And yet he being demaunded whether he knew ye natural operation of ye 
herbs, as whether thei wer hot or cold and in what degre they wer hot or cold, he 
answered he could not tel.336 
The examiners here are hoping for an explicit acknowledgment that Walsh derives supra-
human knowledges from the devil, who imparts secret knowledge of the natural world and 
bodies in order to effect healing. Importantly, these questions feature pregnant terms for early 
modern readers—art, natural, secret. Walsh maintains that his art is nothing more than what 
he has acquired from studiousness and experience, and is thus not explicitly the type of art 
exercised by those in a relationship with demonic beings. The language of learning the secret 
properties of plants and minerals echoes the period’s books of secrets, but here the potential 
secret knowledge derives not from manipulation of natural elements, but rather laterally from 
Satan himself. However, Walsh does gain secret knowledge from a different type of 
preternatural being, those fairies thought to populate England’s countryside.337 As he reveals, 
he knows when others are bewitched, only “partlye,” by “the Feries, and saith that ther be. iii. 
kindes of Feries, white, greene, & black.”338 These preternatural agents impart a litany of 
                                                        
336 Anon. The Examination of John Walsh before Maister Thomas Williams, Commissary to the Reuerend 
Father in God William Bishop of Excester, vpon Certayne Interrogatories Touchyng Wytchcrafte and Sorcerye, 
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337 On early modern fairies, see Regina Buccola, Fairies, Fractious Women, and the Old Faith: Fairy Lore in 
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338 The Examination of John Walsh, A5r.  
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useful knowledge to Walsh, including the location of stolen goods, the perpetrators of theft, 
and who is bewitched (A5r).  
 As we shall see with the clowns in Doctor Faustus, Walsh bases his cunning practice 
in the talismanic powers of texts. It is not clear in the text whether Walsh can read Latin, or 
indeed read at all. Nonetheless, he carries the books and implements of Sir Robert’s magical 
(or even simply priestly) practice: “he saith that he had a booke of hys said maister, which 
had great cirlces in it, wherein he would set two waxe candels a crosse of virgin waxe, to 
raise the Familiar spirite.”339 This same book is confiscated by a constable, after which 
Walsh admits that he is no longer able to invoke his familiar. Walsh goes on to describe how 
witches effect harm upon others by creating waxen images and clay figurines. Interestingly, 
Walsh maintains that he is a cunning man who does not practice maleficia throughout the 
examination, and his fate is not recorded in the pamphlet, which ends by asking “whether 
that ever he dyd anye hurt to man, woman or childe, or to their goodes or Cattels?”340 Walsh 
avers that he has not, and he works carefully throughout his recorded responses to keep his 
suspected witchcraft or cunning within the realm of the permissible, still engaging in the 
superstitious practices described in Chapter One, but nonetheless asserting that he works 
white magic. What is interesting is the supposed knowledges that Walsh gains from 
preternatural agents. Suspected of concourse with the devil and guilty of engaging in learning 
from those “Papistes and papistrye, and their yll exercises of their ydle lyves,” Walsh 
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maintains that his secret knowledge is an art delivered from the more benign preternatural 
inhabitants of the cosmos.341  
 
IV. Matter: Doctor Faustus and the Materials of Magicians 
 
While witches could be variously benign cunning folk or practicing the darkest forms of 
vindication, demonic conjuration was less open to interpretation. The act of raising a demon 
was always suspect, and Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus concerns the damnable consequences of 
seeking knowledge from a preternatural schoolmaster. Doctor Faustus and its devils were 
highly popular with early modern audiences. Philip Henslowe’s papers record a performance 
on September 30, 1594, with thirteen performances following this date up until the end of 
1595.342 Famously, William Prynne recorded in 1634 the legend of an additional, 
unaccounted-for demonic actor who appeared onstage during a performance of the play:   
[T]he visible apparition of the Devill on the Stage at the Belsavage Play-house, in 
Queene Elizabeths dayes, (to the great amazement both of the Actors and Spectators) 
whiles they were there prophanely playing the History of Faustus (the truth of which I 
have heard from many now alive, who well remember it,) there being some distracted 
with that fearefull sight.343 
                                                        
341 Ibid., A2r.  
 
342 See David Scott Kastan, “Introduction,” to Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus. New York: Bloomsbury, 
2014: 9.  
 
343 William Prynne, Histrio-mastix The players Scourge, or, Actors Tragaedie, Divided into Two Parts. Wherein 
it Is Largely Evidenced, by Divers Arguments, by the Concurring Authorities and Resolutions of Sundry Texts of 
Scripture ... That Popular Stage-Playes ... Are Sinfull, Heathenish, Lewde, Ungodly Spectacles, and Most 
Pernicious Corruptions; Condemned in all Ages, as Intolerable Mischiefes to Churches, to Republickes, to the 
Manners, Mindes, and Soules of Men. And that the Profession of Play-Poets, of Stage-Players; Together with 
the Penning, Acting, and Frequenting of Stage-Playes, Are Unlawfull, Infamous and Misbeseeming Christians. 
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Unfortunately, we have no record of which scene(s) featured this additional demon. Of 
course, it could have taken place during the pageant of the Seven Deadly Sins, in which a 
superfluous demonic presence would have been harrowingly obvious. Nonetheless, it is also 
possible that this unwelcomed player visited scenes in the play featuring clowns and servants, 
including Wagner, Robin, and the unfortunate Horse-Courser, scenes that also stage a cohort 
of demons interacting with the other figures onstage. The material presence of an unwanted 
demonic actor during a performance of Doctor Faustus, although perhaps the stuff of legend, 
highlights the uncanny powers of demonic visualization in the play for all characters—from 
the Emperor Charles V to those who serve a magician aiming to be as “a mighty god” (1.64). 
Doctor Faustus’s focus on tricks of the visual and those optic encounters with the embodied 
presence of the devil points up the unstable sources of knowledge in the play; in other words, 
the drama foregrounds what is at stake in visually encountering demonic agents, even when 
one does not invoke such forces.   
As I argue, Doctor Faustus moves between learned and lay forms of knowing, 
blurring the lines between “high” demonology and popular belief of demonic agents.344 The 
connecting thread between these two poles is the material, immediate forms of knowing that 
both Faustus and the clowns in the play seek and the analogously sensual knowledge 
explicated in early modern witchcraft pamphlets. Indeed, part of Faustus’s misunderstanding 
                                                        
All Pretences to the Contrary Are here likewise Fully Answered; and the Unlawfulnes of Acting, of Beholding 
Academicall Enterludes, Briefly Discussed; besides Sundry Other Particulars Concerning Dancing, Dicing, 
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344 I find this emphasis on sensuality in both the A- and B-texts of the play. David Bevington argues that the 
additional devils and expanded comic scenes render the B-Text a more deterministic play. See David 
Bevington, “Staging the A- and B-texts of Doctor Faustus,” in Marlowe’s Empery: Expanding His Critical 
Contexts, edited by Sara Munson Deats and Robert A. Logan. Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 
2002: 43-60.  
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arises precisely from this shared desire to understand and effect change in the immediate, 
local, and material rather than the ethereal.345 Faustus and the clown characters in the play 
both fail to ascend to the higher spheres of magical science, despite the flight above the 
cosmos Mephistopheles provides. Although Faustus is undone by his preventive sophistry, it 
is a sophistry originating in the materials of the laborer—the “studious artisan” (1.57) of 
magic—that avert Faustus from understanding the higher qualities of divine mercy and 
redemption, what he carelessly cites as the “vain trifles of men’s souls” (3.63) and “vain 
fancies” (5.4).346  
Doctor Faustus is deeply invested in exploring and challenging the state of 
contemporary knowledge. Faustus, of course, voices damaging critiques of sixteenth and 
seventeenth century scientific, legal, and theological disciplines in his first moments upon the 
stage. In certain subjects, Faustus has already reached the pinnacle: in medicine he has cured 
entire cities of the plague and yet lacks the power to “make man to live eternally” (1.24) or 
bring someone back from the dead. However, Faustus spurns other disciplines for their 
baseness. Justinian law, in Faustus’s view, is fit for the “mercenary drudge, / Who aims at 
nothing but external trash, / Too servile and illiberal for me” (1.34-36).347 In his rejection of 
contemporary scholarship, Faustus seeks to rise above the common sort in language inflected 
                                                        
345 Crucially, Faustus is also forgetting the knowledge he already has of salvation and the Scriptures, as Garrett 
A. Sullivan demonstrates: “Faustus is not encountering this text for the first time, but is instead forgetting where 
it leads, forgetting the passage’s full meaning and significance. In fact, insofar as reading scripture is an 
exercise designed to remind readers, to bring them to knowledge they already have, Faustus can be understood 
as forgetting what is never erased from his mind” (65). See Memory and Forgetting in English Renaissance 
Drama. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005.  
 
346 See Chapter Five in this project for a discussion of “trifle” as an ambiguous, playful term.  
 
347 Faustus’s disparagement of social class and knowledge surfaces throughout the play, despite or because of 
his own position, as the Chorus relates: “his parents base of stock” (Chorus I.11).  
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with class consciousness and disdain. Paradoxically, Faustus’s turn to the magical arts is 
initially grounded not in the higher realms of understanding to which he aims, but rather 
amid the physical markers of such sciences: worldly signs and temptations that saturate the 
language and dramatic action of the drama.348 According to John Mebane, “Marlowe’s verse 
paints beguiling portraits of sensual delight and of infinite knowledge and power, and at the 
same time it brings us to feel pity and terror as we realize the extent of Faustus’ self-delusion. 
If we respond fully to all aspects of the text, we participate in the protagonist’s spiritual 
conflict.”349 And yet, as Mebane and others have noted, this spiritual conflict is staged on and 
within the materials of the earth, grounded as it is in the visual. To the Chorus describing his 
Icarian descent, Faustus is weighed down by the seduction of immediate knowledge:  
 Till swollen with cunning of a self-conceit, 
 His waxen wings did mount above his reach, 
 And melting heavens conspired his overthrow. 
 For falling to a devilish exercise, 
 And he surfeits upon cursed necromancy. (Chorus I.20-24) 
Gluttonously consuming the forms of knowledge he imagines will bring him to a higher 
plane, Faustus’s “cunning” is, after all, merely an instantiation of human cognition that pales 
in comparison with the demonic and divine agents who buzz about his ears. Interestingly, the 
                                                        
348 This sensory appreciation for the forms of magical practice is apparent in the primary source for the play as 
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phrase “devilish exercise” appears in a later witchcraft pamphlet, in which the Widow Sutton 
at first hides that she has resorted to the “diuellish exercise of witchcraft” from her 
neighbors.350 In both texts, the prospect of knowledge and power, or power via knowledge, 
occasions a descent, moving from the higher virtues of spiritual knowledge to those 
execrable and base means for knowing what the devil can teach. As we have seen in early 
modern demonological discourse, the reach for higher knowledge is always bound to fail, if 
only because becoming “a scholler to the Diuell himselfe” is to sit at the feet of the most 
tricky of pedagogues.351   
The materials of the magician attract Faustus just as much or more so than unlimited 
access to the hidden knowledge of the devil: “These metaphysics of magicians / And 
necromantic books are heavenly; / Lines, circles, letters, characters. / Ay, these are those that 
Faustus most desires” (1.51-54). These visual and material signs that accompany magical 
ceremonialism ravish Faustus, who later will inscribe text upon the ground in his invocatory 
circle and himself become a text with “Homo fuge” (5.77) writ large upon the body but not 
within the self. The divine Perkins also emphasizes the material devices of the devil’s 
seductions to humankind, in a parodic mimicry of God’s gifts in the Biblical Word to His 
followers: “the Deuill giues a word of direction to his Instruments, and addeth vnto it, 
Charmes, Figures, Characters, and other outward Ceremonies, at the vse whereof he hath 
bound himself to be present, and to manifest his power in effecting the thing desired.”352As 
we shall see, the materials and signs of magical practice enrapture not only Faustus but his 
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followers. Georgia E. Brown discusses the centrality of books and visual interaction in the 
play, arguing “[b]ooks certainly carry weight in Doctor Faustus, but authority also takes non-
verbal forms: it lies in vision as well as in the book. Seeing is believing, and there are 
multiple centres of authority in the play, including those who see and confirm.”353 We might 
conflate Brown’s observations to say that texts in Faustus carry magical powers beyond their 
specific content, that seeing a book is to believe in its unread powers. Their visual, textual are 
just as seductive. Faustus’s obsession with books is also a comment on the contemporary 
print market, which would have made available to a scholar without necessarily large 
financial means, like Faustus’s servant Wagner, a wealth of printed material for 
consumption. As the Good Angel admonishes, “O Faustus, lay that damned book aside, / 
And gaze not on it least it tempt thy soul / And heap God’s heavy wrath upon thy head” 
(1.72-74). Grounding his temptation in the strictly visual and material exchange with texts, 
Faustus is first seduced by the base signifiers of magical power rather than the higher forms 
of knowledge that such arcane arts can provide to the “studious artisan” (1.57). For Cornelius 
and Valdes, acquiring magical abilities through the assistance of demons requires, foremost, 
a collusion of both practical and theoretical knowledges. Cornelius’s language suggest the 
type of ascending of understanding that we saw authors like Kepler and Bacon espouse in the 
introduction: “He that is grounded in Astrology, / Enriched with tongues, well seen in 
minerals / Hath all the principles magic doth require” (1.140-142). Not only should one be 
“grounded” in astrology through both direct observation and theoretical (mathematical) 
understanding, but the prospective magician should be conversant in many ancient languages 
and “well seen” in mineralogy. In other words, the arts of mineralogy, or knowing the 
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Doctor Faustus: A Critical Guide, edited by Sara Munson Deats. New York: Bloomsbury, 2012: 148.  
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properties of the materia medica and stones of the earth, are placed in conjunction with more 
bookish forms of knowing, such as languages, which will then give Faustus access to a wider 
corpus of arcane knowledge in texts that include those works listed by Valdes: “wise 
Bacon’s, and Albanus’ works, / The Hebrew Psalter, and New Testament” (1.156-157). 
While textual knowledges are clearly central to Faustus’s acquisition of magical abilities and 
conjuring, these are coeval with the practical, artisanal knowledge that these scholars 
recognize as contributing to the perfect qualities of the novice magician. Again, the focus is 
on the immediate and the material, Faustus hopes that Cornelius and Valdes will “show me 
some demonstrations magical” (1.152, emphasis mine).  
Of course, Faustus is also a skeptic. When asking Mephistopheles about the location 
of hell, he dismisses anything he cannot directly experience himself; he adopts the position 
that “Hell’s a fable,” which occasions Mephistopheles’s reply “Ay, think so still, till 
experience change thy mind” (5.129;130). Mephistopheles possesses the experiential 
knowledge of hell and the spiritual matters Faustus so quickly dismisses in the opening of the 
play. In playing the spectator to learning, to those who need to see in order to believe, 
Faustus is a type of Doubting Thomas, but one who even with visual markers of his sins turns 
away from the tableau of forgiveness presented to him. In another poignant textual moment 
in the play, his blood congeals when asked to sign his deed of renunciation in blood. He 
demands that Mephistopheles “View here the blood that trickles from mine arm” (5.57), 
demonstrating proudly his disregard for pain and disavowal of the symbolic eschatological 
significations of flowing blood. When his blood stays, Faustus asks a litany of questions, 
which all lack answers because of his purposeful forgetting of the ineffable Biblical promises 
of Christ’s redemption of mankind. And in an interesting, momentary reversal of his 
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valuation of sensory proof and visual encounters, Faustus disregards the “Homo, fuge!” writ 
upon his body. Instead, Faustus first believes “my senses are deceived” (5.79). Nonetheless, 
moments later he does credit the fact that he witnesses the text legible upon his arm and 
perversely decides, fatefully, to remain in the realm of the sensory and immediate instead of 
flying, as he is enjoined, to the higher realms of understanding.  
Mephistopheles enables Faustus’s tenure on earth, preventing him from fleeing from 
this scene of harrowing forewarning of his damnation by servicing him with an optical 
encounter.354 As the demon proclaims, “I’ll fetch him somewhat to delight his mind” (5.82). 
Here, “somewhat” is diminutive and open to many valences, and the Oxford English 
Dictionary defines it as “[s]ome (material or immaterial) thing of unspecified nature, amount, 
etc.”355 Within the space of this “somewhat” Mephistopheles opts for those things that will 
deceive Faustus’s senses. And yet, with the illimitable knowledge that Mephistopheles 
possesses and that witchcraft pamphlets and demonological tracts proclaimed, the readiest 
way to temptation is to render this “thing of unspecified nature” material and visual. This is 
precisely what Wagner too recognizes, when he invokes demons to visually represent his 
magical abilities to the unsuspecting and hapless Clown. The spectacle of demonic 
invocation is employed by Mephistopheles and Wagner both, bypassing the metaphysical and 
theoretical (not to mention theological) dimensions of such a performance. Mephistopheles 
repeatedly relies upon the ability to “show” (5.85) in both its noun and verbal instantiations. 
                                                        
354 As Richard Halpern has argued, “Marlowe’s Mephistopheles should be understood in the first instance as a 
purveyor of special effects,” “Marlowe’s Theater of Night: Doctor Faustus and Capital,” English Literary 
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355 "Somewhat, n. and adv.". OED Online. September 2015. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/184486?redirectedFrom=somewhat. Accessed November 17, 2015. 
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The act of show, of demonstration and ludic delight skirt by the very real, but ineffable, 
consequences of such conjuring.  
 
V. Clownish Conjuring: Seeing and Knowing the Devil  
 
 As the above discussion suggests, Doctor Faustus can be read as a didactic 
performance of the false base of the devil’s knowledge. Faustus gains little, and loses much, 
from his dialogues with Mephistopheles, who refuses to resolve for the magician some of the 
more pressing natural philosophical issues of the period. Faustus, then, paradoxically learns 
the most important lesson of all—there is little value to learning what the devil knows. 
However, the play’s more subversive message in these layers of learning is that this 
knowledge is for the taking. Even Wagner, Robin, and Rafe can learn this, and they do not 
require Latin or a lifetime of reading authors like Agrippa and Roger Bacon to raise up a 
demonic familiar. Wagner’s story continues in various genres. His apprenticeship in demonic 
knowledge does not end with the play, which nonetheless lays the groundwork for Wagner’s 
own lessons in playing with the devil and his books. If Faustus represents the tension 
between desire for higher forms of knowledge and the demonic, sensual means in which to 
arrive at such understanding, the clowns and servants in the play literally take a leaf from 
Faustus’s book. Wagner, for example, puts to use sophistry in its most tautological guise. He 
too considers the state of knowledge and relies, like his master, on the visual and immediate 
as forms of proof. Before his master’s deep investment in the occult sciences, Wagner 
jocularly relates a simplified form of Aristotelian notions of physics that devolves into an 
argument about how one should look and make judgments based on what boils down to 
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common sense. Upon being accosted by two scholars who wish to know where Faustus is, 
Wagner responds:  
You are deceived, for I will tell you. Yet if you were not dunces, you would never ask 
me such a question. For is he not corpus natural? And is not that mobile? Then 
wherefore should you ask me such a question? But that I am by nature phlegmatic, 
slow to wrath, and prone to lechery—to love I would say—it were not for you to 
come within forty foot of the place of execution, although I do not doubt but to see 
you both hanged the next sessions. Thus, having triumphed over you, I will set my 
countenance like a precision, and begin to speak thus: truly my dear brethren, my 
master is within a dinner, with Valdes and Cornelius, as this wine, if it could speak, 
would inform your worships. (2.19-32) 
Wagner moves from Aristotelian physics, to Galenic medicine (his nature is phlegmatic), to 
experiential knowledge that suggests that when a servant is holding wine it suggests that his 
master is at dinner. The hubris he adopts in responding to a simple question is later 
undermined by his percipient observation of his master’s own impending decline, a moral 
and physical lassitude that Wagner perceives through his intimate relationship with his 
mentor.  
The play suggests a cyclicity to demonic knowledge. One is always ready to take 
Faustus’s place. Wagner follows his master in attempting to create social hierarchies 
stratified by one’s position in knowledge. In the A-text, Wagner calls to a character named 
Clown (or Robin, as in later in the A-text), tricking him into serving Wagner’s own needs. 
Wagner identifies the Clown’s poverty, adopting a sermonizing tone that mocks the real 
needs of the Clown:  
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Alas, poor slave, see how poverty jesteth in his nakedness! The villain is bare, and out 
of service, and so hungry, that I know he would give his soul to the devil for a 
shoulder of mutton, though it were blood raw. (4.6-9) 
Of course, hunger and need were cited often in contemporary witchcraft pamphlets as the 
primary motivation for turning to a contract with the devil: “The poore old witch, pined with 
hunger, goeth abroad vnto some of her neighbours, and there begge a little milke which is 
denied.”356 Wagner soon grows impatient with the Clown’s equivocating, moving from 
promises of meat and clothing to threats: “But sirrah, leave your jesting, and bind your self 
presently unto me for seven years, or I’ll turn all the lice about thee into familiars, and they 
shall tear thee in pieces” (4.24-27). The Clown’s daftness, or perhaps his clever turning away 
from such a demand, then occasions Wagner’s attempt at another stratagem, forcing the 
Clown to accept payment in return for his services. The Clown repudiates such an exchange, 
and Wagner calls to Baliol and Belcher, two demons, to threaten the poor man. The Clown 
envisions overcoming such demonic presences, fantasizing about the popular legends that 
will accrue after his feat:  
Let your Baliol and your Belcher come here, and I’ll knock them, they were never so 
knocked since they were devils! Say I should kill one of them, what would folks say? 
Do ye see yonder tall fellow in the round slop, he has killed the devil! So I should be 
called ‘Killdevil’ all the parish over. (4.47-51).  
This fantasy runs up against the physical encounter that takes place immediately after. As 
Faustus is aghast at the true sight of Mephistopheles, so too is the Clown disturbed by the 
actual encounter between him and two devils. Sadly outnumbered and outwitted, the Clown 
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is finally persuaded by the potential that he too might learn from his master. Food, clothes 
and money fail to persuade, but this visual encounter with demons woos the Clown and 
motivates his question to Wagner: “If I should serve you, would you teach me to raise up 
Banios and Belchoes?” (4.58-59). Adopting the commanding tone of Faustus, Wagner ends 
the comedic exchange by demanding that the Clown call him “Master Wagner,” and to “Let 
thy left eye be diametarily fixed upon my right heel, with quasi vestigiis nostris insistere” 
(4.71-73). Wager struts triumphantly offstage, and the Clown expresses bewilderment (and 
admiration) at his Latinate phrasing (which is, of course, grammatically incorrect): “God 
forgive me, he speaks Dutch fustian. Well, I’ll follow him, I’ll serve him, that’s flat” (4.74-
75). Cornered into an impossible situation, the visual encounters with demonic menaces and 
the gravity of Latin learning settle the Clown’s doubts. Perhaps he too possesses the social 
ambitions that Wagner displays in his performance of knowledge and his demonstrated 
ability to raise demons at the slightest annoyance. The many layers of command here—from 
Faustus and Mephistopheles to his servant Wagner and Balioll and Belcher, and finally down 
to the Clown—remain nested like a Russian doll, intimating the nearly contagious effect of 
social domineering and ambition that mark one’s turn to demonic assistance. Interestingly, 
the play does not stage how Wagner, only moments after Faustus has invoked 
Mephistopheles, is able to so quickly raise two demons of his own. Did he observe the forms 
and language of Faustus’s cursing and thus acquire knowledge of the ceremonies of demonic 
invocation? Is he, instead, like Elizabeth Sawyer in The Witch of Edmonton, who is accosted 
by a demon only through her cursing of neighbors? In witchcraft pamphlets from the period, 
demonic familiars often appear unaccountably to their new objects of prey, or are inherited 
from others; in The vvonderfull discouerie of witches, for example, Alizon Device describes a 
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black dog that appeared to her after being urged by her grandmother to turn to the art of 
witchcraft.357 Wagner, then, in an apprenticeship of magic, lacks the theoretical and textual 
foundations of such knowledge, but gains his mastery of demonic invocation from carefully 
observing the experiences of Faustus.358 He foresees what demonic interaction can do even 
before Faustus possesses the knowledge, promising the Clown that he will be able to 
“transmogrify into a dog, or a cat, or a mouse, or a rat, or anything” (4.60-61) much earlier in 
the play than Faustus receives a book from Lucifer that details how to “turn thyself into what 
shape thou wilt” (7.170). Possessing the mere outward signifiers of magical ability—his 
“Dutch fustian” and perhaps, onstage, gestures of invocation—Wagner has quickly fallen 
into the same visual, deceptive seduction of demonic control as the man he serves. The 
Clown’s resolve to serve another master, then, is merely to mirror the many layers of 
knowledge acquisition and social standing in the play, adopting the position Wagner himself 
occupies in relation to Faustus. 
 Impressed by the indecipherable language of Wagner, the Clown Robin pilfers one of 
Faustus’s magic books, perhaps the very one mentioned in the previous scene, which 
                                                        
357 Thomas Potts, The VVonderfull Discouerie of Witches in the Countie of Lancaster VVith the Arraignement 
and Triall of Nineteene Notorious Witches, at the Assizes and General Gaole Deliuerie, Holden at the Castle of 
Lancaster, vpon Munday, the Seuenteenth of August Last, 1612. Before Sir Iames Altham, and Sir Edward 
Bromley, Knights; Barons of His Maiesties Court of Exchequer: and Iustices of Assize, Oyer and Terminor, and 
Generall Gaole Deliuerie in the Circuit of the North Parts. Together with the Arraignement and Triall of Iennet 
Preston, at the Assizes Holden at the Castle of Yorke, the Seuen and Twentieth Day of Iulie Last Past, with Her 
Execution for the Murther of Master Lister by Witchcraft. Published and Set Forth by Commandement of His 
Maiesties Iustices of Assize in the North Parts. London: 1613: R3v.  
 
358 In the prose account of Faustus, his relationship with Wagner is explicitly one of demonic apprenticeship: 
“Faustus kept a boy with him that was his scholler, an vnhappie wagge, called Christopher Wagner, to whome 
this sporte and life that hee saw his master follow seemed pleasant. Faustus loued the boy well, hoping to make 
him as good or better seene in his diuelish exercise than himselfe; and hee was fellow with Mephostophiles: 
otherwise Faustus had no more companie in his house; but himselfe, his boy and his Spirit, that euer was 
diligent at Faustus commaund, going about the house, clothed like a Frier, with a little bell in his hand, seene of 
none but Faustus” in P.F., The Historie of the Damnable Life, and Deserued Death of Doctor Iohn Faustus, 
B2r. 
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contains the directives for causing tempests, raising spirits from the dead, and charts 
accurately the astrological position of the planets and stars. Or perhaps, humorously, the 
illiterate Clown has merely stolen any number of texts from Faustus’s library, as Walsh had 
of Sir Robert in The Examination of John Walsh, which is described similarly as “his booke 
of Circles.”359 Robin focuses on the pictorial in Faustus’s book, boasting of his anticipated 
power in bewitching maidens to do his bidding:  
O, this is admirable! Here I ha’ stol’n one of Doctor Faustus’ conjuring books, and, 
I’faith, I mean to search some circles for my own use. Now will I make all the 
maidens in our parish dance at my pleasure stark naked before me, and so by that 
means I shall see more than e’er I felt or saw yet. (6.1-5) 
Punning on the “circles,” or female genitalia, that he will view in the book and materially 
trace upon the stage in a farce of magical conjuring, Robin performs the same transaction of 
boasting and enforced demonic servitude as his now-master Wagner. We can imagine that 
Robin peruses images similar to those found in the Book of Magic manuscript at the Folger 
Shakespeare Library (V.b.26, see Figure Four) 
                                                        
359 Anon., The Examination, A6r.  
 210 
 
Figure Four: A conjuring circle with various symbols. From Book of magic, with 
instructions for invoking spirits, etc. ca. 1577-1583 V.b.26 (1) p. 130. Folger Shakespeare 
Library. 
 
When Rafe enters, calling for Robin to return to his ordinary tasks of caring for horses at an 
inn, Robin indulges in a fantasy of illimitable access to female bodies. Even though Rafe 
questions his possession of a text, for he claims that Robin cannot read, the ostler pretends 
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knowledge of its contents, or at the very least of its powers; it is “the most intolerable book 
for conjuring that e’er was invented by any brimstone devil” (6.19-20). Here, the source of 
knowledge is not any human author, but instead the devil has put quill to paper and offers his 
own delineation of magical and preternatural influence. Rafe, finally impressed by the 
abilities touted in the illegible but powerful text, promises to aid Robin in another moment of 
servant binding: “On that condition I’ll feed thy devil with horse-bread as long as he lives, of 
free cost” (6.30-31). Treating the demonic agent as an animate creature with sensuous needs, 
Rafe imagines becoming the caretaker of such a powerful ally in his desires. Robin, now 
master of a textual and visual representation of power, promises that they will first clean their 
boots and then conjure, “in the devil’s name” (6.34).  
 This conjuring takes place in a separate scene, during which they attempt to gull the 
Vintner “supernaturally” (9.6) but in actuality they resort to simple legerdemain, which 
nonetheless was read as a type of magic or visual sleight of hand in the period. Thus Robin 
and Rafe possess their own type of supernatural ability, detailed in Samuel Rid’s handbook 
on juggling as “Publike Confederacie”:  
there is before hand a compacte made betwixt diuers persons: the one to be principall, 
the other to be assistant in working of miracles, or rather in cosoning and abusing the 
beholders, as when I tell you in the presence of a multitude, what you haue thought or 
done, or shall doe or thinke, when you and I were thereupon agreed before: and if this 
be cunningly and closely handled, it will induce great admiration to the beholders, 
especially when they are before amased and abused, by some exportment of art, 
magicke or legerdemaine.360  
                                                        
360 Rid, The Art of Iugling or Legerdemaine, C1r. 
  
 212 
In Rid’s formula, there is no distinction among the “exportment of art, magicke, or 
legerdemaine” enacted moments before the spectacle of the conjurer or juggler who has 
others in on the joke (and perhaps, scam). Similarly, for these clowns, the manifold 
definitions of supernatural collapse into the sense that deception and pleasure at the expense 
of the Vintner can be achieved through sleight of hand and the invocation of demons. The 
trick continues, then, when Robin delivers a nonsensical Latinate and Greek directive—
“Sanctobulorum Periphrasticon!” (9.26)—that, amazingly, does cause Mephistopheles to 
arrive angrily, punishing the ambitious clowns with fireworks and occasioning Robin’s plea: 
“Good devil, forgive me now, I’ll never rob thy library more” (9.32-33).361 No longer the 
province of Faustus’s study, the conjuring text is figured as solely the possession of 
Mephistopheles, who is “vexèd with these villains’ charms!” (9.39). This moment directly 
contradicts Mephistophleles’s earlier claim that he does not visit conjurers solely on their 
desire for demonic mastery, but rather “when we hear one rack the name of God, / Abjure the 
Scriptures and his Saviour Christ, / We fly in hope to get his glorious soul” (1.3.48-50). This 
predatory arrival, however, hinges on the conjurer’s likelihood for damnation, for demons 
will not “come unless he use such means / Whereby he is in danger to be damned” (1.3.51-
52). We might, then, read Mephistopheles’ first explication to Faustus as a deliberate lie, a 
way to bolster his own authority before the conjurer.  
                                                        
361 There seems to be a textual corruption at this point, for Mephistopheles delivers two separate curses of 
transformation, one in which the Vintner is included. However, editors Frank Romany and Robert Lindsey 
speculate that perhaps the first curse does not take: “Since Mephistopheles dismisses the grooms again in lines 
45-7, and there threatens different transformations, these lines are sometimes treated as an undeleted first 
version of the end of the scene, and omitted. But the Vintner may be included in the first curse, but then left out 
of the second, because Mephistopheles spares him (he could exit at line 35.1). And the grooms’ initial failure to 
be transformed seems consistent with their sauciness.” See Christopher Marlowe: The Complete Plays n. 28.1 
SD-35.  
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Although he punishes the grooms with animalistic transformation, variously into an 
ape and a dog, these lines point up the powerful efficacy of such “villians’ charms,” which 
sound much more local and lack any sort of veracity as true magical invocationary language 
and instead are simply the result of persistent desire mixed with immoral aims. Finally, 
Mephistopheles, the primary pedagogue throughout the play, demonstrates vividly the 
powers of such magical texts beyond their specific content, providing the spectacle of 
transformation promised to both Faustus and the clowns. They are ultimately punished for 
their “presumption” (9.45), but comically it is a chastisement they relish. Robin boasts “I’ll 
have fine sport with the boys; I’ll get nuts and apples enow” (9.48-49). As Pickering noted in 
his prefatory material to Perkin’s Discourse, humans already have a propensity to read 
meaning into the creatures who inhabit the environment, and Satan’s percipience plays upon 
this fascination to imbue meaning into animalistic behavior: “Satan by obseruation 
perceiueth, that man vpon a weake and ignorant minde, is prone superstitiously to dote vpon 
the creatures, attributing some diuine operation or virtue to them, without any ground of 
Gods word, or common vnderstanding.”362 It is a small leap from dotage to metamorphosis in 
Marlowe’s play. The “common vnderstanding” of Robin and Rafe is one grounded in the 
immediate signifiers of creaturely habits, a move in intellection that seems to not bother the 
                                                        
362 Pickering, “To the Right Honovrable, Sir Edward Cooke Knight, Lorde Chiefe Iustice,” in Perkins, 
Discourse, ¶4v.  
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two clowns.363 Accepting their bestial transformation, Robin and Rafe echo Gryll in 
Spenser’s Faerie Queene, adopting the animalististic as a natural condition of their states.364  
 As many critics have noted, Faustus descends to the same tricks of littleness as the 
clowns in the play. Amazing emperors and dukes, Faustus resorts to the type of ludic 
chicanery of those underlings he and Mephistopheles deride as nonsensical and unlearned. 
And yet, as we have seen, Faustus is firmly grounded in the same immediate and material 
understanding of magical knowledge as those witches peppering the early modern landscape 
and that Rafe and Robin profess. Wagner too, removed from Faustus’s direct experiences 
with demons and yet observing all, resorts to a sensuous application of the magical forms of 
conjuration he learns from his master. He also delivers what is ultimately the most insightful 
observation on Faustus’s state of mind: “I think my master means to die shortly” (13.1). 
However, it is a conclusion based not on percipient understanding of the workings of 
Faustus’s condemned mind, but rather proof derived from the goods he inherits from his 
master, “[f]or he hath given to me all his goods” (13.2). Does Wagner, in this inclusive “all,” 
gain those books of magic with their starkly legible “[lines], circles, schemes, letters, and 
characters” (1.53)? The Epilogue, perhaps delivered by Wagner himself, returns to the 
“metaphysics of magicians” (1.51) that so powerfully tempted Faustus but which he failed to 
                                                        
363 It may be, too, that Mephistopheles only deludes the grooms into believing they are transformed, an 
argument that hinges on the contemporary debate surrounding lycanthropy in the period. For Perkins, “Againe, 
the deuill knowing the constitutions of men, and the particular diseases whereunto they are incluined, taks [sic] 
the vantage of some, and secondeth the nature o fthe disease by the co[n]currence of his owne delusion, thereby 
corrupting the imagination, and working int eh minde a strong perswasion, that they are become, that which in 
truth they are not. This is apparant in that disease which is tearmed Lycanthropia, where some, hauing their 
brains possessed and distempered with melancholy, haue verily thought themselues to bee wolues, and so 
behaued themselues. And the histories of men in former ages, haue recorded strange testimonies of some, that 
haue been thus turned into wolues, lyons, dogges birds, and other creatures, which could not be really in 
substance, but onely in appearance, and phantasie corrupted, and so these records are true.” Perkins, A 
Discourse, 24.  
 
364 See Spenser, The Faerie Queene II.12.87.  
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understand. Instead, the Chorus exhorts the audience to “[r]egard his hellish fall, / Whose 
fiendful fortune may exhort the wise / Only to wonder at unlawful things / Whose deepness 
doth entice such forward wits / To practise more than heavenly power permits” (Epi. 4-8). 
And yet, the affect of wonder is not limited to those “forward wits” who may be lured by the 
promise of depths of understanding. Instead, the play enacts the dangers for clowns and 
servants of the very levity and shallowness of material magic, abilities that derive as they do 
from simply the visual and the epistemic possibilities of learning from objects themselves. 
Like early modern witches, the clowns in these plays learn of Satan and his agents 
experientially, immediately and bodily apprehending the effects of preternatural power 
without possessing the apparatuses of theoretical, philosophical, or exegetical authority. 
Here, popular understanding occludes the need for what presents itself at first as inaccessible 
knowledge, knowledge of the sort that never materializes in the way that the books, 
transformations, and succubi in the play do.  
The fantasy of reaching mastery of demonic understanding also appears forcibly in 
those plays in which clownish figures outwit the devil. In the 1608 farce The Merry Devil of 
Edmonton, the titular devil is Peter Fabell, a magus who sets a precedent for his less 
illustrious co-conjurers like Robin or Cuddy Banks. The Merry Devil opens with Fabell’s 
contract with the demon Coreb due. Coreb avers that the roles are reversed and he is now 
“master of thy skill and thee” (Induction 33).365 Fabell captures the dangers of seeking 
beyond human ken for knowledge in a fitting metaphor of shipwreck and tempests:  
 The infinity of Arts is like a sea, 
 Into which, when man will take in hand to saile 
                                                        
365 Anon. The Merry Devil of Edmonton, edited by William Amos Abrams. Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 1942. All in-text citations are from this edition.  
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 Further then reason, which should be his pilot, 
 Hath skill to guide him, losing once his compasse, 
 He falleth to such deepe and dangerous whirlepooles, 
 As he doth lose the very sight of heauen: 
 The more he struies to come to quiet harbor, 
 The further still he finds himselfe from land. 
 Man, struiing still to finde the depth of euill, 
 Seeking to be a God, becomes a Deuill. (Induction 50-59) 
But Fabell does not remain lost amid his search for knowledge too long: he tricks Coreb into 
waiting in his “Necromanticke chaire” (Induction 37), and refuses to free the demon until 
granted another seven years—the span of an apprenticeship—on earth. The play does not 
return to Fabell’s expected end after this new term. Rather, Fabell is merely a councilor to his 
mentee Raymond Mounchensey, and the play’s remaining pranks are not preternatural. They 
instead involve the cover of night and simple disguises. Unlike Faustus, we never witness 
Fabell’s plunge resulting from his entrenchment in the murky waters of demonic knowledge. 
We might remain hopeful that this “merry devil” will once again devise a plot to outwit the 
demonic Coreb.  
 We do, however, witness a watery fall in the figure of Cuddy in the Merry Devil’s 
companion piece The Witch of Edmonton. The later play, by John Ford, Thomas Dekker, and 
William Rowley, showcases the little knowledge that demonic familiars can proffer. Cuddy 
Banks, the clown, maintains an epistemic distance from the demonic familiar Dog, despite 
being tricked into falling into a pond. Elizabeth Sawyer, on the other hand, is alone and an 
outcast in the village society; she welcomes a new companion. But the play suggests that 
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witches only gain false assurances from the devil. Before her compact with the demon Dog, 
Sawyer demands to know how she could possibly learn the practices of witchcraft: “Call me 
hag and witch! / What is the name? where and by what art learned?” (2.1.32-33).366 Although 
Dog claims that he visits her because of her cursing, we might also consider her request for 
knowledge as part of what draws demonic forces to the helpless woman. After confrontations 
with both Old Banks and his foolish son Cuddy, Sawyer again professes her lack of 
knowledge in the forms of conjuration:  
 Would some power good or bad 
 Instruct me which way I might be revenged 
 Upon this churl, I’d go out of myself, 
 And give this fury leave to dwell within 
 This ruined cottage, ready to fall with age. (2.1.106-110).  
Her search for knowledge is soon answered, and her painful lessons in the limits of demonic 
influence include learning that the devil’s powers are “circumscribed, / And tied in limits” 
(2.1.158-159). This circumscription, however, is fully realized in the clown’s relationship to 
the demonic familiar, in which Cuddy refuses to treat Dog as anything more than a creaturely 
agent.367 
 Cuddy is truly Wagner’s literary kinsman, and for this collaborative play we possess 
the source text: a witchcraft pamphlet similar, but even more sensational, than the ones I 
describe above. Henry Goodcole’s The Wonderfull Discouerie of Elizabeth Savvyer a Witch 
                                                        
366 Ford, Dekker, and Rowley, The Witch of Edmonton, edited by Arthur Kinney. All in-text citations are from 
this edition. 
 
367 For a fuller version of this argument, see my article “Early Modern Almanacs and The Witch of Edmonton,” 
Early Modern Literary Studies 18 1&2 (2015): 1-25.  
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Late of Edmonton purports to transcribe her confession in Newgate prison following the 
judges’ conviction of her as a witch. Goodcole claims that he had to proceed slowly in his 
interrogations of Sawyer, for “she was a very ignorant woman.”368 Her relationship with the 
devil lasts eight years, only a slightly longer duration than most apprenticeships in the 
period.369 Sawyer learns to read the different languages of the devil, establishing a special 
linguistic relationship with her master: “It is thus; when the Diuell spake to me, then hee was 
ready to doe for me, that I would bid him to doe: and when he came barking to mee he then 
had done the mischief that I did bid him to doe for me.”370 This special concourse extends to 
perversions of Latin in both Goodcole’s pamphlet and the play. As Goodcole recounts, 
Sawyer admits that she learns a Latin invocation—“Santibicetur nomen tuum”—from her 
demonic master.371 The play’s version of Sawyer also relishes this linguistic singularity: “I’m 
an expert scholar; / Speak Latin, or I know not well what language, / As well as the best of 
’em” (2.1.182-184). When Cuddy asks her from whence she acquired this knowledge, she 
claims from “[a] great learned man” (2.1.261). But Cuddy the Clown has an uncanny sense 
of discernment, and he offers the rejoinder “[l]earned Devil it was as soon” (2.1.261). Unlike 
Sawyer, however, Cuddy refuses to treat Dog as other than an animal: he de-mythologizes 
the demonic familiar into a simple creature. At first their communication is through the 
animal barks of Dog and Cuddy’s humorous responses. Once Cuddy, after falling into a pond 
chasing a ghostly version of the woman he loves, learns of his errors, he is surprised to learn 
                                                        
368 Henry Goodcole, The Wonderfull Discouerie of Elizabeth Savvyer a Witch Late of Edmonton, Her 
Conuiction and Condemnation and Death. Together with the Relation of the Diuels Accesse to Her, and Their 
Conference Together. London: 1621: C1r.  
 
369 C2v.  
 
370 C3v.  
 
371 C4v.  
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that Dog can indeed speak human language. “Who’s that speaks? I hope you have not your / 
reading tongue about you” (2.2.107-108). Upon Dog informing Cuddy that he can indeed 
transact in English, Cuddy accepts this preternatural intervention in the village life of 
Edmonton, but only insofar as Dog can be considered creaturely. As Cuddy promises his new 
companion: “you shall have jowls and livers. I have butchers to my / friends shall bestow 
’em. And I will keep crusts and bones for you, if you’ll be a kind dog, Tom” (2.2.123-125). 
Circumscribing Dog ontologically into the category of beast, Cuddy does not, like Sawyer, 
allow Dog to inhabit a strictly demonic mode of being. Instead, Cuddy maintains an 
epistemic and physical distance from his newfound partner in trickery. Even while accepting 
Dog’s services in confounding his rival Somerton, he departs from Dog by requesting that he 
“dog me as soon as thou canst” (2.2.154), insisting rhetorically, and playfully, that Dog is 
just that—a dog and not a demon. In his most powerful line in the play, Cuddy reminds Dog 
of their ontological distance: “I entertained you / ever as a dog, not as a Devil” (5.1.108-109). 
He excises the demonic familiar from the village, in his naivety refusing still to credit Dog’s 
demonic nature. After questioning if Dog might transform into a simple animal companion, 
Cuddy realizes that the project is hopeless. He therefore, in his transactions with Dog, learns 
the proper response to such a companion: “I know / thy qualities too well, I’ll give no suck to 
such whelps; / therefore henceforth I defy thee; out and avaunt” (5.1.183-185). Their parting 
stage directions reestablish the ontological bounds of the two, with Cuddy cursing Dog and 
Dog, as a creature now, barking. 
 Wagner, Robin and Rafe, and their dramatic kinsmen Fabell and Cuddy all denature 
the “metaphysics of magicians.” Their tricks were clearly compelling to early modern 
audiences, despite Jonson’s sneer against those “fools and demons” onstage. Indeed, Jonson 
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too plays the notion of the clownish apprentice in demonic knowledge, though in The Devil 
Is an Ass the student is a demon himself. Satan warns the hapless demon Pug that he should 
be content in his realm of understanding: “Foolish fiend, / Stay i’your place, know your own 
strengths, and put not / Beyond the sphere of your activity” (1.1.23-25).372 Pug undergoes his 
own didactic bildungsroman, learning that the vices of Londoners far surpass his ability at 
causing mischief.  
As the above discussion suggests, part of the clownish appeal resides in their ability 
to conjure without possessing all the trappings of a university scholar. Instead, using the 
simply material or linguistically plain appendages to demonic conjuring, they too obtain a 
related physical understanding of demonic knowledge. Dog in The Witch of Edmonton might 
transform from black to white, but Cuddy is not deeply read in the different ways that 
demons can appear to seduce humankind. Lacking this demonological understanding, 
Cuddy’s animal interactions with Dog never threaten his soul. Likewise, Robin and Rafe 
might be carried offstage by demons, but their sin is born out of greed and ignorance and not, 
like Faustus, after reaching for the untenably abstract spiritual and cosmological knowledge 
that Mephistopheles never provides. As we shall see, Wagner has more to learn in his literary 
lives, but the knowledge remains bodily and earthly.     
 
VI. Playful Traditions: The English Faust Book and the Second Report 
 
Examining Marlowe’s representation of clownish interaction with demonological science 
only recounts part of the narrative of literary representation and demonological knowledge. 
                                                        
372 Ben Jonson, The Devil Is an Ass, edited by Anthony Parr. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015.  
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Rather, the Faustus tradition in England—which was widely popular—elaborated upon the 
idea that the sensory pleasures of the world are precisely what the devil employs to seduce 
scholars, servants, and fools from the truths contained in higher planes of intellection. Both 
The English Faust Book (1592; abbreviated to EFB hereafter) and The Second Report of 
Doctor John Faustus (1594; abbreviated to SR in the following) presage Marlowe’s emphasis 
on the dual problems of gleaning knowledge from the devil and the preventative ways in 
which Satan refashions that knowledge to occlude pietistic contemplation. Likely predating 
Marlowe’s play, these accounts of Faustus’s and his boy Wagner’s exploits engage with what 
was a central question in the science of demonology in the period: how, exactly, does the 
devil corrupt? As both narratives suggest, this corruption arises in part from treating demonic 
conjuration playfully. Faustus and his servant push aside or are led away from the 
metaphysics of magicians to the gritty jests of cheating others with magical illusions and 
crafty sleights of hand. Both the play and the Faustus pamphlets espouse a type of anti-
intellectualism grounded in the arts and knowledge of contemporary witchcraft pamphlets. At 
the same time, paradoxically, drama and text are performances of the very understanding and 
curiosity they disown. The EFP, for example, includes multiple disquisitions on the nature of 
cosmological movements, a dizzying travelogue, and repeated references to folkloric 
traditions. The SR is dedicated, perhaps dangerously, “VNTO THEM WHICH WOVLD 
know the trueth.”373 But like Marlowe’s play, the Faustus texts query what the means of 
                                                        
373 English Gentleman Student, The Second Report of Doctor Iohn Faustus. Containing His Appearances, and 
the Deedes of Wagner. VVritten by an English Gentleman Student in VVittenberg an Vniuersity of Germany in 
Saxony. Published for the Delight of All Those which Desire Nouelties by a Frend of the Same Gentleman. 
London: 1594: A2r.   
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gaining that truth are and what is at stake in such a dangerous quest for knowledge that 
ultimately devolves into jest and base desire.  
If Marlowe and the author of EFB pick up on similar contemporary currents of 
discourse on demonology, they also share an interest in the relationship between desires for 
material possessions and abstract cogitations. Both genres consider the troubling divide 
between the flesh and the spiritual. In an odd perversion, characters who seek the abstract 
and spiritual through the demonic commit an egregious blasphemy, but one that makes sense 
given the illimitable knowledge that the devil was thought to wield. In the EFB, Faustus’s 
initial studies are marked by “such fantasies and deep cogitations that he was marked of 
many, and…was called the Speculator” (92).374 Indeed, Faustus becomes obsessed with 
titles, demanding that others call him “astrologian, and a mathematician” (93). Disaffection 
with the contemporary state of knowledge motivates this Faustus as well, but his want of 
understanding renders him willing to discard his bodily needs, at least for the moment. 
Present in the EFB, but not so explicit in Marlowe’s play, is the fact that Faustus is at first 
wooed by the pleasures of the spirit rather than the body; his trajectory towards damnation 
resides foremost in a fantasy in which “he forgot the mind of a man and thought rather 
himself to be a spirit” (100). So too, Faustus is not entirely his own agent of abstract, 
dangerous currents of thought, for Mephistopheles tells him that the devil has been active in 
“giving thee divers foul and filthy cogitations” (107). Having run the gamut of 
Mephistopheles’s demonological knowledge, however, Faustus falls to work, and the second 
half of the narrative leaves aside Faustus’s “filthy cogitations” and turns to a separate but 
related discipline in astrological science. Thus, through the aid of his demonic familiar, 
                                                        
374 The English Faust Book, subsequent in-text citations from this text.   
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Faustus becomes “a calendar-maker […] and also in short time to be a good astronomer or 
astrologian.” Oddly, the narrator of the EFB provides an extended discussion of Faustus’s 
new profession, and in the process conflates demonology with astrology. The author thus 
suggests that knowledge of celestial influence is necessarily tied to preternatural 
understanding and insight. Beyond his acclaim in mathematics, Faustus garners fame in the 
art of prognostication and astrology:  
The like praise won he with his calendars and almanacks making, for when he 
presaged upon any change, operation or alteration of the weather or elements, as 
wind, rain, fogs, snow, hail, moist, dry, warm, cold, thunder, lightning, it fell so duly 
out as if an angel of heaven had forewarned it. He did not like the unskilful [sic] 
astronomers of our time, that set in winter cold, moist, airy, frosty; and in the dog-
days hot, dry, thunder, fire and suchlike; but he set in all his works day and hour, 
when, where and how it should happen. If any thing wonderful were at hand, as 
death, famine, plague or wars, he would set the time and place in true and just order, 
when it should come to pass. (113). 
This knowledge, Mephistopheles reveals, is occult; available only to those with aid of 
demonic spirits, the EFB author claims the same forms of demonological knowledge as those 
means of understanding acquired by witches and magical practitioners in trial pamphlets: 
knowledge of the future, precisely, is the province of the devil himself and transmitted 
through special dispensation to his select followers. So too, Mephistopheles offers forth “the 
secrets of nature” to his pupil, distracting him with pleasures of the mind and body from the 
metaphysical considerations of damnation which so torment Faustus (115). 
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We first meet Wagner in a moment of high drama, with his master unsure of his 
footing in a new transaction with Mephistopheles. The demon appears “in likeness of a fiery 
man” and the narrator confides “the boy was afraid, but being hardened by his master, he bad 
him stand still and he should have no harm” (99). Privy to these fantastic sights, Wagner is 
forced to serve as witness to Faustus’ contractual agreement with Lucifer. In this way, 
Wagner is indoctrinated unwillingly, made to stand as spectator to a demonic scene that 
traffics in knowledge of the devil and his ways of tempting human pride. Later in the 
narrative, we get a fuller introduction to Wagner, one that aims to elicit pity for this hapless 
servant who is seduced by his master’s arts:  
Faustus kept a boy with him that was his scholar, an unhappy wag, called Christopher 
Wagner, to whom this sport and life that he saw his master follow seemed pleasant. 
Faustus loved the boy well, hoping to make him as good or better seen in his devilish 
exercise than himself; and he was fellow with Mephistopheles. (100). 
As “fellow with” the demon, Wagner’s education is obviously skewed towards the demonic, 
perhaps unfairly, as the narrator suggests here. And instead of stealing a book of magic from 
his master, Wagner in EFB simply discovers a text “of all manner of devilish and enchanted 
arts” some unspecified time later in the narrative (103).  
Wagner upholds his master’s memory in multiform ways, and the narrator breaks the 
forth wall by continually proclaiming the text’s status as printed account of Faustus’s 
personal narrative. The narrator cites Wagner’s role in publishing his master’s devilish 
autobiography, noting that the young scholar inherits not only Faustus’s demonic arts but 
also his possessions (122). And yet, curiously, Wagner demands more. He requests from his 
master a seemingly ineffable possession, his “cunning.” Faustus, taken aback by Wagner’s 
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seeming greediness, catechizes his servant, but agrees to aid him: “Art thou resolved? 
Wouldst thou verily have a spirit? Then tell me in what manner or form thou wouldst have 
him?” (173). Rather than bequeath his cunning, which here resonates with its multiform 
meanings as explored in Chapter One, Faustus simply provides a demonic familiar to 
Wagner, failing to recite the complex demonological science that accompanies such a 
request. Nonetheless, I want to suggest here that the very ostensibly commercial and 
effortless gifting of a familiar raises an important point in contemporary demonological 
science: although the art of conjuring may require the forms of knowledge Marlowe’s Doctor 
Faustus outlines, seeming power over devils is deceptively easy to obtain. This false sense of 
ownership of demonic bidding, then, further seduces both master and servant, for beyond the 
knowledge contained in Faustus’s manifold books of enchantment, simple verbal exchange is 
all that is required for Wagner to have his own attendant familiar. Tellingly, Wagner does not 
request a similar clerical figure as his demonic spirit, but rather desires an ape, “the which 
leaped about the house.” Denigrating the austerity of Mephistopheles’s appearance as a friar, 
Wagner’s idea of demonic concourse resonates more with the impish demons depicted in 
contemporary woodcuts and paintings, as in the carnivalesque demons of Bosch’s Garden of 





Figure Five: Taddeo di Barolo The Last Judgment (detail of Green) (c. 1394). 
 
The story in the EFB diminishes the role of Wagner, who earns his own sequel in the 
SR but receives less notice in the EFB as the doom of Faustus draws closer to an end. His 
role as curator of the Faustus legend, in part, lends a mythic status to his character, but after 
his demonic ape we lack any more reference to the servant who learned the demonic arts 
from his master Faustus. Once again, the text returns to the conditions of its own creation and 
circulation, and we learn simply that the students who feast with Faustus on his last night 
discover “this history of Doctor Faustus, noted and of him written […] save only his end” 
(180). Curiously, this is not Wagner’s narrative either, for the narrator clarifies that Wagner 
composed his own version of events “further, what his servant had noted thereof, was made 
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in another book” (180). Fortunately, we possess Wagner’s elaborations in the form of the SR 
and Marlowe’s representation, which both emphasize the role of the clown in following and 
encouraging further debasement of the high matter of demonological understanding.  
In a paratextual moment of challenging the veracity of Faustus’s fantastic narrative in 
the EFB, the SR undermines the authority of the first English account: “IT is plaine that many 
thinges in the first book are meere lies.”375 Moreover, “[m]any odde prancks Faustus is made 
the father of, which are either so friuolous as no body can credite but like friuolous people, or 
so meerely smelling of the Caske, that a man may easily know the childe by the Father” 
(B4v). Quick to demonstrate his own learning and authority, the narrator references both 
antiquarian proof in the form of Faustus’s grave and cites Johannes Weir and Reginald Scot 
in their respective references to the learning of the magus. His object is to rectify false 
accounts of Faustus’s adventures while, at the same time, reporting closely the “vulgars 
beliefe here in Germany” regarding this famous figure (B3v). The narrator’s primary 
complaint of previous attempts to capture Faustus’s exploits, surprisingly, is in the language 
of the devils, whom the narrator argues would not deliver higher truths about the substances 
and location of hell in such unadorned rhetoric; Mephistopholes’s explanations are “certainly 
superficiall, not like the talk of Diuels, where with foldings of words they doe vse to dilate at 
large, and more subtell by farre” (B3v). Perhaps gleaning the method of persuasion the devil 
uses from contemporary witchcraft pamphlets and demonological tracts, the SR narrator then 
employs “foldings of words” as his rubric for ascertaining the verity of the EFB and its 
representations of demonic knowledge. To illustrate this slippery visual and verbal 
concourse, the narrator describes Wagner’s initial encounter with the spirit of his departed 
                                                        
375 Second Report, A2r. Subseuqnet in-text citations are from this edition.  
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master, in which Wagner wanders into Faustus’s study. There he falls “into a deepe 
considering” of Faustus’s exploits, “musing at euery thing thus done” and conjuring a 
fantastic “conceit” in the power Faustus wielded while on earth (B2r-B2v). In this act of 
contemplation, a masque of devils appear, with the spirit of Faustus riding a cart pulled by 
spaniels. But Wagner at first dismisses this demonic phantasm, consequently “turning these 
great braueries of Diuels into a merriment, and his conceiued fear into a meere fansie” (B3r). 
This inclination to trivialize preternatural shows of wonders, however, leads Wagner to his 
own downfall. Indeed, the SR narrator’s usage of terms like “foldings” and “turning” intimate 
a verbal and visual kineticism on the part of the devils, an alluring transmogrification of 
language and images confounding Wagner and readers because of its carrousel-like 
distortions.  
Popular because of his master’s renown, Wagner grows even more proud, and he 
soon demands that the spirit of Faustus reveal his secret underworld knowledge. Frightened 
at his ability to conjure his former master into demonic servitude, the Faustus spirit promises 
a wealth of demonological knowledge: “Beleeue me I shall teach thee the nature and essence 
of Diuels, I will teach thee that which neither thou canst desire of me or thinke Extra captum 
humanum” (C1v). Beyond human comprehension: this is a high promise indeed, one that 
Wagner may not grasp given his tenuous amount of Latin and logic in Doctor Faustus. Taken 
aback by his former master’s boasts, Wagner commences to debate with him in an academic 
satire on the nature of material substances and spirits. Exasperated, Faustus claims that 
Wagner “seemest to gather naturall arguments of Metaphysicall effectes” (C2r). Discounting 
his spurious reasoning on the nature of spirits to remain in the air and heavy bodies to remain 
anchored to earth, Faustus insults his former pupil and promises to reason “the rather to fitte 
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thy capacity” (C2r). In a mocking inversion of the trope of Doubting Thomas, Faustus further 
enjoins Wagner to “beholde […] and beleeue” (C2v). Wagner’s award, however, is to have 
the reality of his master’s selfhood painfully imprinted upon his body. Rendering most 
immediate the verity of his being, Faustus commences to beat his former servant and “[t]hus 
was his Philosophicall incredulity recompensed with rusticall cruelty” (C3r). 
Rather than detail Wagner’s education in how to conjure and renounce his Christian 
heritage, the SR delivers a demonological textbook upon which the reader may gain 
understanding of what the devil knows. Thus Wagner, albeit slow and asinine, nonetheless is 
taught by the devils the gambit of their knowledge, thus acquiring without the accoutrements 
of magical learning the understanding that demons only provide knowledge of earthly 
matters. Experiential and temporal authority, for example, bolsters Mephistopheles’s 
dismantling of Pythagorean transmigration of souls, while the narrator remains uncertain 
regarding the source of a particular Herculean myth. In this interrupted exchange, the 
narrator concedes that the devil may know the answer, “[f]or as the diuell was afore our 
daies, so by authority he may alledge experience, and we must of necessity beleeue that it is 
either true or a lie” (D2v). In Mephistopheles’s words, echoing witchcraft pamphlets and 
demonological tracts, demonic knowledge is illimitable, and “vnto vs Spirites no secrets are 
secret, no doings of man vnhid, and yet wee Diuels cursed of God are incapable of any of 
Gods mercies, though through them we were created” (D3v). Stepping aside from his story 
once more, the narrator also reminds his readers of another demonological tenet, justifying 
his relation of Mephistopheles’s knowledge: “how mightily the diuell is conuersant in holy 
writ” (D3r). But the author cavails at his own digression too, noting how it is the fault of the 
“yong Scholler who gaue me this coppy” and promising his own delivery of demonological 
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science at the end of the tract (D3r). Wagner, however, is unappeased at Mephistopheles’s 
discussion of the reaches of Satan’s knowledge and the miseries of the damned. Melancholy 
at such a truthful delivery of the pains of deprivation from the mercy of God, Wagner weeps. 
But in a “foldings” of language, Mephistopheles immediately undercuts his recitation, and 
cajoles the servant into discounting his words because “all Rhetorickes are the seruaunts of 
my tongue […] perswade thy selfe that they are but the effect of speach” (D4r). Uncovering 
the deeper textures of demonological science, Mephistopheles quickly averts this momentary 
glimpse into the nature of the demons’ knowledge and misery, fetching in a fantastic show of 
a beautiful lady and her enchanting music. This distraction, then, seduces Wagner away from 
making the conclusions the author so readily supplies, and instead Wagner’s understanding 
of the power of demons and his further denigration into the material of the world without the 
higher understanding of the devils prevents him from extracting the truth from 
Mephistopheles’s rhetorical flourishes and mincing shows.  
The SR suggests that the cycle of demonic intimacy passed down from master to 
servant will never cease. Just as Wagner learned from Faustus the delights of compelling 
devils to do his bidding, so too does Wagner impart his limited, debased understanding to a 
certain Art[h]ur Harmaruan, while the narrative concludes with Wagner colluding with his 
former master, Mephistopheles and his own familiar to torment the Turk. In a series of 
humiliations to the Turk, each figure—demons, former magus, and the newly endowed 
magical practitioner Wagner—further delights in making the Turk the object of their bitter 
jests. Throughout the SR, the lure of the jest outmaneuvers the possibilities of knowing the 
consequences of communion with the devil. Nonetheless, while the SR recounts Wagner’s 
inability to learn from his experiences, it also performs the same forms of demonological 
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knowledge that the character ostensibly rejects. Wagner, more so than his damned former 
master Faustus, rejects the intricacies in the type of learning gained from interrogating 
witches or skimming the works of Gifford or Perkins. The SR concludes with a battle in the 
style of Ariosto or Tasso and does not, ultimately, draw a moral from a sensational downfall 
of Wagner. No demons drag him from the stage, nor does Wagner seem affected—morally or 
physically—by his presumed damnation. The SR, then, presumes its own continuation in the 
form of another sequel or serialized version of Wagner’s, and then Harmaruan’s, clownish 
interactions with wily demons. Wagner no longer considers the valences of meaning 
exhibited in Mephistopheles’s rhetorical “foldings.” Never attaining any serious disquiet 
regarding his soul’s position in this cosmography of angels, demons, and human foibles, 
Wagner remains content in his role as devious inheritor of “cunning” in the form of visible 




 Learning from the devil, handling the “materials of magicians,” contaminates for 
Faustus and the clowns in the play any true ability to obtain spiritual understanding. Instead, 
in positioning himself as an artisan, Faustus invites his servant Wagner to mimic his demonic 
transactions. We witness this apprentice-master relationship spiral out of control as more 
clowns and tricksters join in this act of play with a dangerous instructor of natural 
knowledge. Despite the immediate spectacles offered to Faustus, he never moves beyond the 
stage, existing only in the realm of chimerical performance and never understanding that the 
only truly magical material in the play is the text he refuses to read deeply into: “Homo, 
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fuge!” The lines are not personalized—this is a warning for all of humankind, and even 
rakish clowns are taught that fleeing from the epistemic temptations of the devil is advisable 
when he offers material goods and knowledge. As demonological science and witchcraft 
literature from the period argued, the devil knows an abundance of wonders that humankind 
can never obtain. In an odd parallel, these authors instead advocate for a type of Baconian 
project of cataloguing collectively the many experiments into demonic contrivance from a 
cohort of observers. Despite their pranks, Robin and Rafe, alongside Wagner, also have 
much to teach us about their experiential knowledge of the devil. “[F]ools and devils,” in 




















Dekker and Jonson’s Contagiously Criminal Knowledge 
 
I. Urban Encounters and Shifting Spaces 
 
Racing through the many expansive epithets one might apply to seventeenth-century 
London, Donald Lupton pauses in order to signal the bafflement visitors must have felt in 
encountering this leviathan of bodies and buildings: “She is the Country-mans Laborinth, he 
can find many things in it, but many times looseth himselfe; he thinkes Her to bee bigger 
then Heauen, for there are but 12. Caelestiall signes there, and he knowes them all very wel, 
but here are thousands that he wonders at.”376 No longer do the cosmos influence the urban 
hub’s architectural layout; London has exceeded representational mirroring of the universe 
and crafted its own sprawling and intricate environment. For Lupton, macro- and 
microcosmic analogies fall short in a hermeneutics of the city, which continued to grow 
rapidly in population and size from the mid-sixteenth throughout the seventeenth centuries.377 
Plague did little to mitigate these numbers and, despite its devastating death tolls, migrants 
and vagrants (without necessarily a distinction between the two) flooded the city and its 
                                                        
376 Donald Lupton, London and the Countrey Carbonadoed and Quartred into Seuerall Characters. London: 
1632: 4.  
 
377 See David Harris Sacks, “London’s Dominion,” in Material London, ca. 1600, edited by Lena Cowen Orlin. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000: 20-54, especially 22-24. As Sacks notes, the numbers 
were astounding: “London’s population stood at perhaps 40,000-50,000 in 1500, 200,000 in 1600, and 500,000-
575,000 in 1700….a 1,000 to 1,500 percent increase in two hundred years” (22). See also Vanessa Harding, 
“The Population of London, 1550-1700: A Review of the Publish Evidence,” The London Journal 15.2 (1990): 
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suburbs.378 The poor “Country-man” who arrives to this city for business or pleasure finds 
himself without essential knowledge of London’s space and inhabitants, deprived of any 
“signes” within this particularly unique city.379 He moves, as other crime pamphlets and 
plays of the period argued, from “wonder” to penury or disgrace, the object of prey for 
criminals and vagabonds who exploit his naïve position. The visitor is gulled by those who 
present several types of knowledge, both on the performative level of pretending to be 
someone they are not and the hidden forms of urban knowledge in misconduct and crime. 
Robert Greene’s rogue Ned Browne, for example, possesses a type of intellective facility that 
allows him to trick the unsuspecting: “There is no Art but he will haue a superficiall sight 
into, and put downe euery man with talke, and when he hath vttered the most he can, makes 
men beleue that hee knowes tenne times more than hee will put into their heads, which are 
secrets not to be made common to euerie one.”380 Drawing the gull into a false sense of 
fellowship, those like Ned Browne are imagined to play an infinite number of parts and thus 
exhibit inventive ambidexterity in the forms of knowledge they can offer and enact on the 
stage of London’s streets.381 
                                                        
378 On the plague in London, see Ernest B. Gilman, Plague Writing in Early Modern England. Chicago and 
London: The University of Chicago Press, 2009. On early modern vagrancy, see Frank Aydelotte, Elizabethan 
Rogues and Vagabonds. Abingdon, UK: Frank Cass and Co., 1913, rpr. 1967.  
 
379 The idea that one might travel from the country to the city specifically to gain knowledge that only the city 
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not but distract you from the points of your calling” (printer’s error marks it as page 44, but it should be 98) in 
Basilikon Doron. Or His Maiesties Instructions to His dearest Sonne, Henry the Prince. London: 1603. 
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Lupton’s country visitor is not, perhaps, unlike the object of prey in Michelangelo 
Merisi da Caravaggio’s 1594 painting The Cardsharps (See Figure Six). The well-dressed 
but clearly oblivious young man examining his cards is the focus of the other two figures in 
the image, whose expressions are characterized by anticipation and desire. In the right 
foreground, the young man leans towards the gull, mouth slightly open, secreting extra cards 
behind his back. Of the same age as the gull, the young man is likely an apprentice to the 
older man in the image, acquiring the knowledge of the cheater’s trade that, as is clear in 
Thomas Dekker’s rogue pamphlets, took considerable training. In early modern English 
rogue tracts, the art of the con-artist begins at a young age and the apprentice is to cultivate a 
sense of fluid improvisation and a keen eye for spotting the innocent among a crowd of 
potential victims. The mustachioed man gazing upon the other’s cards strains his eyes and 
reveals his worn gloves, which were probably used for “sticking” certain cards and, through 
legerdemain, producing the winning hand. An element of violence, too, looms over this 
orchestrated prank, in which the stiletto at the side of the man in the front intimates that the 
young gull might lose more than his pocket change in this game. Caravaggio’s image, cited 
by art historians as emblematic of the artist’s move in his career to realism, vividly depicts 
the very dramatic possibilities in representing the undoing of the inexperienced participant in 
the vices of gambling.382 It also stages the initiation of the young into the arts of the cheater. 
The young man with the hidden cards is working at a trade, one that contains its own forms 
of experiential knowledge.  
                                                        
382 On Caravaggio’s career and turn to realism, see John Varriano, Caravaggio: The Art of Realism. University 
Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006.  
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Figure Six: Caravaggio, Cardsharps (c. 1594) 
Like the performance of the young card-shark in Caravaggio’s image, this chapter 
focuses on types of rogue, underground knowledge. As in the image, early modern cheap 
print and drama both represented the initiation of the novice into the rogue knowledge that 
those in positions of authority can never fully contain. Indeed, as we will see, criminal 
knowledge is a form of cunning because it, like an epidemic, cannot be contained or captured 
in full through text or dramatic representation. Part of Dekker’s goals in his pamphlets is to 
suggest that the improvisational and experiential knowledge of the criminal classes will 
always extend beyond representational attempts to provide a complete exegesis on their 
habits and bodies. I argue that Jonson too recognizes the generative, and yet dangerous, 
possibilities of marginalized, underground knowledge and extends this to a discussion of 
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theatrical gulling in Bartholomew Fair. The sites of criminal knowledge—both within the 
confines of the Fair and the theatrical playing space—however, can be read, interpreted, and 
thus withstood, a process of prevention that Jonson portrays in the aloof figure of Grace. 
Grace refuses to credit the frivolity and the playfulness of Bartholomew Fair. Her disdain for 
the lack of “fashion” challenges readings of Grace as conventional or merely a casualty of 
the romance plot. Instead, Jonson is much more interested in the multivalent modes of 
interpretation of criminality, in which even Grace’s severe judgment functions within this 
economy of speculation and understanding. And as Dekker and Jonson both demonstrate, a 
reading of cunning criminality is so dangerous because it spills over the bounds of prose and 
dramatic representation. The creative, vernacular knowledge of rogue tricksters refuses to 
remain inert or delimited within a single literary artefact. The epistemic difficulty arises from 
an ever-expansive, shifting criminal creativity, or the rogue tricks that these figures jubilantly 
conjure. As we will see, authors describe such improvisational defiance of legal strictures as 
a contagion, an epidemic in knowledge that spreads and yet quickly becomes immune to 
neat, contained explication. Instead, as Dekker’s pamphlets claim, uncovering the secrets of a 
rogue class of citizens requires an accommodational approach, one that mirrors the same 
form of open wavering between jest and earnest as the period’s attempts to understand 
natural and preternatural phenomena. Thomas Adams described London, and by extension its 
multitude of citizens, as an anamorphic assemblage, in which “Shee may not vnfitly bee 
compared to certaine Pictures, that represent to diuers beholders, at diuers stations, diuers 
forms. Looking one way, you see a beautifull Virgine: another way, some deformed 
monster.”383 So too are the women in Jonson’s play shimmering, shifting representations of 
                                                        
383 Thomas Adams, Eirenopolis: The Citie of Peace, Surueyed and Commended to all Christians. London: 
1622: 159-160.  
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either purity or corruptibility. Grace, recognizing the imperfect signifiers of influence and 
motivation in the Fair, refuses to allow her own presence there to become warped by this 
changeable group of contagion and criminal ingenuity, at the Fair, “there’s none goes thither 
of any quality or fashion” (1.5.102-103).384 Jonson maps out disparate means for navigating 
these figures and their grounds for gulling; despite the culture of copiousness in the Fair, 
Jonson imbues certain figures with the “text” for reading and withstanding the contagion of 
this shifting space of bodily, economic, and epistemic exchanges.   
Criminal knowledge is generated—and interminably undergoing the birth pangs of 
creation—in both cony-catching tracts and Jonson’s drama. Contemporary authors delight in 
describing and shaping this complex web of individuals, multitudes, and structures, within a 
city in which they and their literary or theatrical productions flourished. And yet many 
authors acknowledged the monstrous qualities within this generative act of producing 
representational classes of rogues. They imagined, as Thomas Middleton does in Michaelmas 
Term, that those from the countryside who come to London are prey to the rogues and 
gallants who immediately identify that one is “yet fresh / And wants the city powd’ring” 
(1.2.59-60).385 To approach this visitor’s imagined encounters with contagious criminality 
and the types of lay or underbelly knowledge that cheap pamphlets in the period espoused, 
this chapter pays particular attention to the prose pamphlets of Dekker, who, in his own 
words, was very much a child of the city: “from thy womb receiued I my being, fro[m] thy 
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brests my nourishment.”386 Dekker’s pamphlets, especially his cony-catching or rogue tracts, 
perform the act of creating meaning in a seemingly inexplicable space, and he suggests at the 
same time that this underbelly knowledge is admirable for its very ambidexterity. For 
Dekker, this unlikely source of knowledge offers valuable input on how to move among 
unfamiliar groups of individuals versed in delinquency.  
As we learn from Dekker, criminal knowing is made legible only through 
understanding how its practitioners use the creative grounds they occupy to spot or invent 
new tricks. Although it may appear to be an incongruous juxtaposition of authors, I pair this 
reading of Dekker’s prose works with Ben Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair, which also features a 
cohort of tricksters who, very much in line with Dekker’s descriptions, craft their own 
carnivalesque space for contaminating spectators of the Fair with their cunning.387 The Fair, 
like London, is a site of generation, continually undergoing the acts of transformation that 
underwrite the disguises or metamorphoses of cutpurses, justices, and dames in the play. This 
feature of the criminal classes animates the type of contagious rhetoric that surrounds lawless 
gulling in the period. Both Dekker and Jonson explore the chameleonic possibilities and 
dangers associated with the creation of meaning deriving from marginalized sources. In 
Dekker’s The Belman of London, the speaker, after surveying the many layers and spaces of 
criminality in England, comes to the conclusion that such roguery must be brought to the 
reading public because there are “so many infected bodies being to be found in euerie corner 
of the Land, whom no medicine can cure, but the phisicke which hee bestowes vpon him at 
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the Gallowes.”388 This “phisicke” is not, simply, extirpation, burning away everything 
combustible as London officials did in times of plague, but rather knowledge of the criminal 
lifestyle, an acknowledgement that the rogues in London, as contagious and proliferating 
bodies, are causes and contributors to a form of necessary knowledge.  
 Dekker and Jonson celebrate this city of vice, touting its rogues and working classes 
as cunningly intuitive regarding the space that they both craft and navigate in its labyrinthine 
manifestations. The negative and positive connotations of this infectious, convivial 
environment contribute to an ethos of marginalized knowledge within a London that is 
presented with all of its idiosyncrasies, without a uniform condemnation of its alluring 
iniquities nor wholesale praise of its historicity and grandeur in the mode of John Stow’s 
Survey. By examining moments of encountering between the outsider and the criminal 
denizens of the Fair, Dekker’s prose narratives and Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair present a 
type of urban knowledge that goes beyond “street-smarts” to include an entire epistemic 
framework for grasping this complex assemblage of bodies, diseases, and social vices. 
 
II. Contagion in the City 
 
My goal is not to offer another city comedy reading of Bartholomew Fair. Scholars 
have shown how indebted Jonson is in this and his other city comedies to London’s spaces 
and characteristics.389 Instead, I offer an analysis of how such a space calls for a particular 
                                                        
388 Dekker, The Belman of London Bringing to Light the Most Notorious Villanies that Are Now Practised in the 
Kingdome. Profitable for Gentlemen, Lawyers, Merchants, Citizens, Farmers, Masters of Housholdes, and all 
Sorts of Seruants to Mark, and Delightfull for all Men to Reade. London: 1608: I3v.   
 
389 For studies focusing specifically on Jonson’s London, see Brian Gibbons, Jacobean City Comedy: A Study of 
Satiric Plays by Jonson, Marston and Middleton. London and New York: Methuen & Co., 2nd ed., 1980; James 
D. Mardock, Our Scene Is London: Ben Jonson’s City and the Space of the Author. New York: Routledge, 
 241 
type of knowing, a process that relies on onstage interpretation by the characters themselves. 
By approaching Dekker’s and Jonson’s London and its suburbs as sites performatively 
constructed, I argue that the rhetoric and specter of contagion are emblematic of what both 
authors identify as copiously criminal possibilities. Those most versed in the city’s vices are 
precisely the ones who have the most to reveal about how knowledge of the urban 
environment is integral to surviving its infectious allurements, and gaining such knowledge is 
a means for defying the restrictive institutional authorities of law and church. In crafting 
contagious London bodies, these rogues perform the act of reading the environs and offer 
canny interpretations of this malleable, mimetic, theatrical space.   
As Julie Sanders argues, “[d]rama was one of the key means by which early modern 
English society strove to make sense of space.”390 I propose that we extend the category of 
textual and performative spaces to include Dekker’s pamphlets and other widely circulating 
texts from the period. In responding to the latest news and events, pamphlet culture was self-
consciously crafting its own space on the print market. Moreover, and significantly, 
pamphlets conjure and dispel the same locations as those onstage, with a direct evocation of 
the reader’s position in relation to the city itself, one established through the process of 
reading.391 Dekker’s pamphlets continually evoke the idea of London as a wider cultural 
                                                        
2008; and Mathew Martin, Between Theatre and Philosophy: Skepticism in the Major City Comedies of Ben 
Jonson and Thomas Middleton. London: Associated University Presses; Newark: University of Delaware Press, 
2001.  
 
390 Julie Sanders, The Cultural Geography of Early Modern Drama, 1620-1650. Oxford: Blackwell, 1991: 3. 
  
391 Heidi Brayman Hackel’s discussion of the many sites of reading practices in the period informs how I 
understand early modern pamphlets as consciously moving among the spaces of the city: “early modern readers 
were not always seated at a desk or in a domestic interior when they read. Contemporary accounts reveals 
readers sitting, standing, strolling, and reclining in diverse spaces: beds, studies, privies, gardens, churches, 
libraries, coaches, ships, taverns, court, playhouses, battlefields, and coffee houses. Like the use of books as 
stage properties, this variety indicates the growing presence of books and the multiple habits of reading, many 
shaped in part by location, available in early modern England.” See Reading Material in Early Modern 
England, 37.  
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stage on which figures craft their own meanings and perform their roles. The emphasis, both 
in theater and in pamphlets, is on the human mark left upon London’s spaces and its 
reputation.392 In other words, human processes and actions inform the creation of a 
specifically fictional space that is nonetheless resonant with and acting upon the early 
modern London landscape.  
For Michel de Certeau, there is a distinction between place and space marked by 
agents within a locality: space is “a determination through operations which, when they are 
attributed to a stone, tree, or human being, specify ‘spaces’ by the actions of historical 
subjects (a movement always seems to condition the production of a space and to associate it 
with a history).”393 It is precisely this act of movement, of crafting space, that I am interested 
in here, as Dekker’s and Jonson’s characters exult in the act of moving between the 
interstices of space to meet their own criminal needs. The stage certainly engages in this 
“operation” of space as a site for particularity and transformation. But so too do additional 
genres in the period, some more than others. This transformation of place into space in 
Dekker’s pamphlets and dramatic output occur in a discursive context, but it is one that 
imaginatively moves from locatable sites to a collective ethos of the city—from one of 
representational space to that of a proliferating, pulsating environment without strict borders 
or contained bodies. To consider Dekker’s and Jonson’s London spaces we have to move 
                                                        
 
392 Although my approach here is not ecocritical, it is important to recognize how this argument aligns with 
recent work on early modern environmental practices and the landscape of the city itself. See, for example, 
Gary Roberts’ chapter titled “London Here and Now: Walking, Streets, and Urban Environments in English 
Poetry from Donne to Gay,” in The Nature of Cities: Ecocriticism and Urban Environments, edited by Michael 
Bennett and David W. Teague. Tuscon, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 1999: 33-54.  
 
393 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life. Translated by Steven Rendall. Berkeley; Los Angles; 
London: University of California Press, 2011: 118.   
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beyond the associations that each place-name in the literature would evoke—Bishopsgate as 
the location of Bedlam and thus the “mad” for example—and instead understand how these 
authors animate these places with more nuanced meanings, moving from the place of the 
mad or criminal to the space (and stage) of their creation. In evoking—bodying forth—rather 
than merely naming London, authors from the period sought to give authorial directives over 
the shape and size of a space they represented as an organism, figured as gaunt from the 
plague as in Donne’s “To Mr. E. G.,”394 or in Henry Peacham’s imagined city portrait, a 
visual cornucopia that “feedeth the eie with varietie.”395 The indeterminacy of what London 
would become—and even contested myths of what it had been—then allowed for what in 
Lefebvre’s formulation is the third space, the representational: “At once fictitious and real, 
this third space is classical theatrical space […] to question whether such a space is a 
representation of space or a representational space, the answer must be neither—and both.”396 
Representational space, then, is what the author, audiences, and readers make of that 
particular space, what actions and fantasies they carry to inform the proliferation of spaces 
created on the otherwise unadorned Renaissance stage. And as we will see, a form of 
                                                        
394 John Donne, “To Mr. E.G.” describes the lack of entertainment to be found in London due to the plague:  
 Now pleasures dearth our City doth posses, 
 Our Theaters are fill’d with emptines; 
 As lancke and thin is every street and way 
 As a woman deliver’d yesterday. (7-10) 
See Donne, The Satires, Epigrams and Verse Letters, edited by W. Milgate. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012.  
 
395 Henry Peacham, The Art of Dravving vvith the Pen, and Limming in Water Colours More Exactlie Then 
heretofore Taught and Enlarged with the True Manner of Painting vpon Glasse, the Order of Making Your 
Furnace, Annealing, &c. Published, for the Behoofe of All Young Gentlemen, or Any Els That Are Desirous for 
to Become Practicioners in This Excellent, and Most Ingenious Art. London: 1606: 29.  
 




cunning, experiential knowledge proves the best means for explicating its contagious 
potentials.  
 
III. Thomas Dekker and Pamphlet Culture 
 
Central to our understanding of the many resonances of a form of epistemic contagion 
in the period is the idea that specific forms of pamphlet culture contribute to the notion of 
escaping bounds, of moving beyond the page to the sites of knowledge in London itself. At 
stake is our approach to a body of works that consider, at once, the source of the knowledge 
and its utility as a means for reading seemingly inexplicable phenomena. In this case, paying 
close attention to Dekker’s role as author, playwright, or journalist and the media in which he 
performed these various functions has much to tell us about how marginalized knowledge 
circulated in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Dekker’s literary reputation has 
suffered from what critics have viewed as his commercialism and through unfavorable 
comparisons to those authors supposedly less motivated by economic pressures or 
marketplace sensibilities, particularly Shakespeare and Jonson.397 Whether or not we sneer at 
Dekker’s productive output, his marketplace sensibility and prolific career have produced for 
us an astonishingly diverse archive on early modern life in the city—from his plague 
pamphlets to denunciations on the sins of the city’s inhabitants, to fanciful forays to Hell and 
back—Dekker’s corpus is a rich cache that articulates diverse and sometimes contradictory 
                                                        
397 In a popular book on Shakespeare’s playwriting cohort, Stanley Wells devotes a chapter to Dekker and his 
relationship to the city of London, in which he remarks that Dekker was “a jobbing playwright, not above 
revising and adding to his own or other men’s work.” See Shakespeare and Co.: Christopher Marlowe, Thomas 
Dekker, Ben Jonson, Thomas Middleton, John Fletcher and the Other Players in His Story. New York: Random 
House, 2006: 114. Of course, scholars now recognize that Shakespeare and his contemporaries were also 
seeking to make a profit, rather than operating from any altruistic mode of literary production.  
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pronouncements on how to read London’s environment and the bodies within such a locale. 
As Anna Bayman argues in acknowledging the ludic multiplicity of the author’s thought, 
“Dekker fashioned himself as a guide to the often baffling worlds his readers inhabited, and 
among the navigational skills he sought to teach his readers was the capacity to interrogate 
critically the printed word, to understand the subtleties of ‘this Printing age,’ and to engage 
effectively with the culture of pamphleteering.”398 With the frame of “guide,” we can 
understand in part Dekker’s project in describing the rogue classes as infectious bodies and 
representative of a proliferative form of knowledge.  
Given his versatility—a quality he celebrates in his rogues—Dekker is an incredibly 
interesting author for examining how the city and its diseases influenced the production of 
literature in this moment and space of change, irruption, and production. Turning to 
pamphlets during theater closures was a profitable venture, especially in a time when 
pamphlet sales were on the rise. A pamphlet, in Joad Raymond’s formula, is defined in 
minimalist terms: typically a short quarto, ranging between eight and ninety-six pages, often 
unbound, which came to acquire its negative connotations of ephemerality and 
sensationalism throughout the seventeenth century: “Pamphlets were small, insignificant, 
ephemeral, disposable, untrustworthy, unruly, noisy, deceitful, poorly printed, addictive, a 
waste of time. As the form of the pamphlet emerged, the name given to it was, like ‘Puritan,’ 
an insult.”399 Indeed, the term appears in the charged rhetoric among Catholic and Protestant 
                                                        
398 Anna Bayman, Thomas Dekker and the Culture of Pamphleteering in Early Modern London. Basingstroke, 
UK: Ashgate, 2014: 4. Bayman’s is the only extended analysis of Dekker’s pamphleteering career, and as such I 
remained indebted to her work throughout this chapter, which has framed how I consider Dekker’s career as an 
author and the printed world in which he operated.  
 
399 Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering, 10. Other studies on early modern pamphlets include Mihoko 
Suzuki, Subordinate Subjects: Gender, the Political Nation, and Literary Form, 1588-1688. Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate, 2003; Halasz, The Marketplace of Print; and Laura Caroline Stevenson, Praise and Paradox: 
Merchants and Craftsmen in Elizabethan Popular Literature. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.  
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tracts in the late sixteenth century, where the epithets “lying and slanderous,”400 “rayling,”401 
or simply “Hereticall”402 accompany the term and typify the defamations against a format in 
print that the authors themselves also used to advance their own claims. One imagines that 
Spenser’s Errour, whose “vomit full of bookes and papers” (1.1.20) contains many of these 
religious tracts, could oscillate between—or be both at once—these pamphlets and the more 
scattered, less collective image of papers evoked.403 Dekker’s tracts build off of a tradition of 
pamphleteering that owed much to the Martin Marprelate controversy, which involved 
unlicensed publication and circulation of texts attacking the episcopacy of the Anglican 
Church and advocating instead for a Presbyterian model of church governance.404 Thomas 
Nashe, commissioned to write the government’s response to such scurrility in print, used the 
pamphlet genre as a means for creating an authorial persona who can look askance at social 
and intellectual pitfalls in order to diagnose them. In his Almond for a Parrot, Nashe not only 
provides a pasquinade of the author of the Marprelate tracts, but also identifies the social ills 
that arise from such controversies, in which “the simple are abused, the ignorant deluded, & 
                                                        
 
400 Thomas Bell, The Iesuits Antepast Conteining, a Repy Against a Pretensed Aunswere to the Downe-fall of 
Poperie, Lately Published by a Masked Iesuite Robert Parsons by Name, though He Hide Himselfe Couertly 
vnder the Letters of S.R. which May Fitly Be Interpreted (a Sawcy Rebell.). London: 1608: 36. 
 
401 Meredith Hanmer, The Iesuites Banner Displaying Their Original and Successe: Their Vow and Othe: Their 
Hypocrisie and Superstition: Their Doctrine and Positions: with a Confutation of a Late Pamphlet Secretly 
Imprinted and Entituled: A Briefe Censure vpon Two Bookes Written in Answeare to M. Campions Offer of 
Disputation. London: 1581: A4r.  
 
402 Edmund Thomas Hill, A Quartron of Reasons of Catholike Religion, with as Many Briefe Reasons of 
Refusall. London: 1600: 73.  
 
403 Spenser, The Faerie Queene.   
 
404 See Joseph L. Black, The Martin Marprelate Tracts: A Modernized and Annotated Edition. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008.  
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Gods truth most pitifully perverted.”405 Pamphlets, for Nashe and other authors, are 
dangerous in the hands of those who might misuse the dissemination of ideas to further their 
own political or religious agendas. Throughout the later sixteenth century and the early 
seventeenth century, pamphlets became even more monstrous, proliferating the class of 
“authors” that engaged in creating a public discourse. We might consider those “poet-
suckers” (1.1.30) in Littlewit’s assessment to be in this class, turning to the vehicle of print to 
shape not only discourse but the imaginative spaces of the City.   
Dekker himself, not without self-reflexive irony, imagines conjuring a class of print-
mongers and subsequently exorcizing them from the marketplace of discourse: “I sommond 
all the Rymesters, Play-patchers, Iig-makers, Ballad-mongers, & Pamphlet-stitchers (being 
the yeomanry of the Company) together with all those whom Theocrytus calls the Muses 
Byrds (being the Maisters and head-Wardens) […] pronouncing them Asses, and threatning 
to haue them prest to serue at sea in the ship of Fooles.”406 The culture of pamphleteering, 
then, is one of excessive generation, producing and disseminating an innumerable class of 
authors who subsequently glut public discourse with their vile opinions and petty quarrels. 
Authors are “the Muses Bryds,” a creaturely anthropomorphizing that, as we shall see, 
evokes the generative nature and frivolity of the Fair’s atmosphere. Characterized as 
linguistic and social performances, pamphlets, like plays, created spaces for discursive forays 
into analyzing sixteenth and seventeenth century culture, without necessarily adhering to 
dominant ideological structures or, in the act of parody, allowing for more topical, biting, and 
                                                        
405 Thomas Nashe, Almond for a Parrot, in The Works of Thomas Nashe, Vol. III, edited by Ronald B. 
McKerow. London: A.H. Bullen, 1905: 376.  
 
406 Dekker, Nevves from Graues-end Sent to Nobody. London: 1604: B1v-B2r.  
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exploratory claims. The connection between early modern pamphlets and plays is a fruitful 
one for understanding the printed world Dekker inhabited and from which he made his 
living. Circulating in manuscript, Francis Bacon’s essay on the Marprelate controversy, titled 
An Advertisement Touching the Controversies of the Church of England, bemoaned the 
linguistic style of such muckraking, demanding an “ende and surcease made of this immodest 
and deformed manner of writting [sic] latelie entertained, whereby matter of religion is 
handled in the stile of the stage.”407 For Bacon, there is no differentiating the literary style of 
the pamphlet and the stage, both of which conjure scenes of imaginative criminality and give 
voice and space for rogues to articulate, in their canting, their tricks upon the unsuspecting. 
Dekker’s pamphlets delight in its theatrical qualities, even as Dekker satirizes contemporary 
players and spectators. Just as The Gull’s Hornbook includes numerous directives for how to 
behave in the theater, particularly in setting oneself on view by sitting on the stage, Dekker 
imagines the act of writing pamphlets itself as a mode of performance, one that sways the 
passions of an attentive audience. This emphasis on the pleasures, the comedies, of the 
rogues is key to understanding how such literature could oscillate between condemnation of 
the plague of cheaters’ infectious criminality and the observational delight in witnessing their 
pranks. The reader, in a sense, is brought quickly to the “down below” that de Certeau 
describes, participating in the thievish perambulations of Dekker’s characters through the 
performance of the pamphlet genre itself.   
Populist and topical, Dekker’s and other’s pamphlets sought to capitalize on the latest 
topics of interest in this rapidly generative print market; in large part, the rogues I describe in 
                                                        
407 Bacon, An Advertisement Touching the Controversies of the Church of England, in The Collotype Facsimile 
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this chapter constituted this “news.” And as the city itself grew and came to harbor more 
diverse professions and economic ventures, the contemporary interest in the problem of 
crime grew as well. According to Bryan Reynolds, the number of rogues and the literature 
surrounding their activities constituted a “subnation,” which “illegitimately occupied material 
and conceptual space within the English nation.”408 This is the period of sensationalist crime 
pamphlets, which then influenced contemporary domestic tragedies. Variously termed cony-
catching pamphlets, rogue books, or beggar tracts, the genre of describing the criminal 
underworld began in the mid-sixteenth century, with Robert Copland’s The Highway to the 
Spital-house (1535) serving as a model for subsequent authors.409 The genre flourished in the 
1590s, with Robert Greene’s inventive and playful cony-catching manuals, including A 
Notable Discovery of Cozenage (1591) and The Defence of Cony-Catching (1592).410 These 
texts emphasize that London’s rogues are just as diverse as the spaces they inhabit, but they 
                                                        
408 Bryan Reynolds, Becoming Criminal: Transversal Performance and Cultural Dissidence in Early Modern 
England. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002: 1. Of course, we have also to acknowledge the 
limits to using such pamphlet literature as emblematic of a true “subnation” or exact representation of early 
modern criminality. As Robert Jütte notes, “These sources provide what are essentially views from above, even 
if some pamphlets which deal with the sixteenth-century underworld may be regarded as ‘protoethnographical’” 
(178-179). See Poverty and Deviance in Early Modern Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994.  
 
409 Copland describes the ubiquity of such “mighty beggers / and vacabonds” who travel the countryside in the 
summer and harbor during the winter in town:  
But in the wynter they draw to the towne  
And wyll do nothyng / but go vp and down  
And all for lodgyng that they haue here by nyght  
Me thynk that therin ye do no ryght  
Nor all suche places of hospytalyte  
To confort people of suche iniquyte.  
See Robert Copland, The Hye Way to the Spyttell Hous Copland and the Porter. Who So Hath Lust, or Wyll 
Leaue His Thryf. London: 1536. Other early models include Gilbert Walker’s A Manifest Detection of the Most 
Vile and Destable Use of Dice-Play. London: 1552; John Awdeley’s Fraternity of Vagabonds. London: 1565; 
and the popular Thomas Harman’s A Caveat or Warning for Common Cursitors, Vulgarly Called Vagabonds. 
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410 Greene’s cony-catching corpus also includes The Second Part of Cony-Catching (1592), The Third and Last 
Part of Cony-Catching (1592), A Disputation Between a He Cony-Catcher, and a She Cony-Catcher (1592), 
and The Black Book’s Messenger (1592).  
 
 250 
remain centered in the largest urban hub of the nation. Greene, for example, promises that 
since “such inconuenience grows from the caterpillers of the Common-wealkth, and […] 
[there are] a multitude of the monsters here about London particularly […], I thought good 
not only to discouer their villanies […] but also to manifest by an example, howe preiuditiall 
their life is, to the state of the land.”411 Greene’s goal, as Dekker’s and other cony-catching 
authors’, is to serve as a source of knowledge for his “kind Country-men” to be “warned by 
an instance, [and who] may learne and looke before they leape.”412  
Just as criminality could occasion a wide variety of theatrical plots and characters, the 
notion of the “rogue” as a type, because of its capaciousness in connotations, allowed for 
nuanced explorations into what constituted a criminal ethos and space in the period. As Craig 
Dionne and Steve Mentz note, the word “became a catchall term for a variety of social 
deviants and outcasts, from rural migrants to urban con artists.”413 To Dekker, these criminal 
types include, in their carnivalesque hierarchy, the “Vpright-man,” “Ruffler,” “Angler,” 
“Rogue,” “Wilde Rogue,” “Prigger of Prances,” “Palliard,” “Frater,” “Quire-bird,” 
“Abraham-man,” “Whipiack,” “Counterfeit Crank,” “Drummerar,” “Iacke-man,” “Patrico,” 
“Irish Toyle,” “Swigman,” and “Kinchin Coe.”414 But these are only the males of their order, 
and the women, based on age, are “Dels,” “Doxies,” and “Molls.” In hurrying through these 
seemingly innumerable titles, Dekker emphasizes the performative qualities these figures 
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exhibit, often marring their own bodies in order to put on a convincing show of neediness.415 
The possibilities for improvisation, ingenuity, and sly gulling all characterized the literary 
representation of the rogue.  
One of the problems that outsiders would face in this layered cultural and spatial 
topography concerns the veritable litany of professional and social types that one might 
encounter. We saw in Chapter One, for example, that R.M.’s prankster types were relatively 
comprehensible—he lists merely sixteen separate types, of which four are not individuals but 
actually places in London.416 The Characters attributed to Sir Thomas Overbury, on the other 
hand, continued to grow monstrously—like pamphlet culture—from 1615 onwards. Each 
new addition, which was published posthumously and carried the marketplace value of 
Overbury’s celebrity status, contributes more character types, each of which one could 
readily find in the bustling topography of London. In delineating the canting rogue, the 
author admits that the rogue’s knowledge extends widely: “If hee were learned no man could 
make a better description of England; for he hath traveld it over and over.”417 Here, the 
criminal could rival the chronicler’s textual knowledge of England’s landscape, and the fact 
that the rogue is not “learned” nonetheless points to his expansive natural form of 
understanding of the layout of the land, which has come about because of the particularities 
of his profession. The rogue or thief must possess, to be successful, a copious amount of 
knowledge regarding the spaces within which he or she moves.    
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Dekker’s The Belman of London (1608) delineates, or his words serves as a 
“Discouerie,” regarding how criminals might come together, collude, and identify their 
prey.418 The forms of understanding that this criminal fellowship possesses are touted even as 
the speaker dismisses the class of individuals who perform this type of knowledge. They are 
“Masters of the Ignoblest Science that euer was in any kingdome” (A2v). Central to this 
display of thieving wit is how the tricksters in Dekker’s work establish their own locales, 
spaces that are imagined to contain and disseminate a type of contagion, which the rogues 
bring into the environments they frequent. After the speaker recounts the fallen status of the 
Iron Age in which humankind finds itself, he describes chancing upon an idyllic haven that 
is, to the speaker’s surprise, the quarterly meeting spot for a fellowship of rogues. He 
witnesses an induction in this stratified and raucous society, in which he comes to discover 
the cohort’s “natures and rougish conditions” (C2v). After learning from an old woman who 
is forced to host the rogues during the conclaves, the speaker hears of their specific 
habitations. The rogues occupy houses and inns on the borders of cities, able then to sneak 
quickly into the heart of the city to enact their tricks. They establish a criminal culture, one 
that they have a secret knowledge of and can only be described partially by outsiders like 
Dekker. According to the old hostess, “you shall finde whole congregations of them at Saint 
Quintens, [the] Three-cranes in the vintry, Saint Tibs and at Kanpsbury, which foure places 
are foure seueral barnes within one miles co[m]passe neere London” (E2r). And yet these are 
merely four representative spaces for the rogues, for just as their bodies and character types 
proliferate, so too do the spaces to which they resort, for “shall you finde some times 40” 
(E2r). The only remedy, claims the speaker, is to look directly upon the numbers and 
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variations of the rogues in order to uncover their deceptions. Indeed, the reader is positioned 
as the physician, the collective public order that can unravel the miasmic nature of such 
criminality. The speaker departs from the old woman and muses “yet was I glad that I came 
to the knowledge of their euils, because the dressing of such wounds in a common wealth, is 
the curing of them” (E2v). This knowledge, importantly, is the knowledge that the 
countryman or woman must acquire if he or she is to dispel the plague of perfidy both within 
the nation but specifically within London. The speaker makes his way back to the city, 
disgusted with how the rogues have infiltrated the countryside and rendered its “Innocence 
and Simplicity” a harbor where “such vgly Villany should be nourished” (E3r). London 
becomes, here, representative of the locus of the plague of roguery, which moves with the 
diseased bodies of the rogues outwards to the countryside: “I had heard of no sinne in the 
Cittie but I met it in the village” (E3r).  
In directing his “pearcing eies” away from the country to the city, the speaker 
uncovers the heart of this pandemic (E3r). Here he encounters the eponymous Belman, who 
walks the streets at night to ensure that no harm has come to the city’s inhabitants. Upon 
engaging in conversation with this seemingly mythic figure, whom the speaker first imagines 
to be the Man in the Moon, the Belman launches into a description of his profession. The 
Belman first conjures the city as a row of doors, entryways that can be molested in the night 
by those rogues congregating just outside the city gates:  
He made answere vnto mee, that the Ringing of his Bell, was not (like an Allarum in 
a town of Garrison) to fright the [in]habitants, but rather it was musiqu[e] to charme 
them faster with sleepe: the Bearing at their doores assured those within, that no 
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theeues were entred, nor that false seruants had willfully or negligently suffered the 
dores to sta[n]d open, to haue their masters robd. (E3r). 
Those potentially assaulted spaces of rest, the doorways on which the inhabitants are kept 
safe from the entry of unwanted bodies, are also susceptible to such disregard for personal 
possessions and spaces in the particular London the Belman describes.419 His irruptions of 
the peace and quiet are, paradoxically, what signals that all is well on the treacherous streets 
in which the city’s criminals stalk. Moreover, these rogues have their own unique spaces, 
much more ubiquitous than their outlying suburban locales. In the Belman and the speaker’s 
circuit of London, the Belman reveals his own form of knowledge regarding which places are 
tainted by the presence and wiles of the rogues:  
“but [the Belman] also went vp and downe the Citty with me all the next day, 
shewing me the very doores and signes at which they dwelt, and the very faces of 
those that are the Deuills Factors in those lowe country commodities of Hell: I learnt 
much by the Bell-mans intelligence, but more afterwards by my owne obseruation 
and experience”420 
Importantly, the speaker not only learns of these spaces of roguery from the Belman, who 
explicitly points them out, but also acquires knowledge of crime from “my owne obseruation 
and experience.” As I discuss in the introduction, this street-level, bottom-up form of 
knowledge—seeing and drawing upon collective experiential knowledge—is precisely the 
method of inquiry that allows for those of the lower classes to contribute to the production of 
                                                        
419 This is precisely the threat in Arden of Faversham, in which the false servant Michael agrees to keep the 
door to Arden’s city residence unlocked so that Black Wil and Shakebag might murder him. See Anon., Arden 
of Faversham in A Woman Killed with Kindness and Other Domestic Plays, edited by Martin Wiggins. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008. 
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knowledge in the period. Understanding these elusive, here almost preternatural rogues, 
involves experiencing them directly, in the form of reading Dekker’s works or, for the 
speaker, using one’s careful observation to identify these figures. Indeed, Dekker often 
characterizes the rogues as preternatural beings, thus defying simple hermeneutics and 
instead calling for a willingness to entertain multiple forms of causality in the city’s 
transformation of spaces: these “Deuills Factors” are also “Faires” (I2v), “monsters” (I3r), 
and, of course, “abhomiable Pollutions” (I2v). 
 To the speaker in The Belman, the city teems with hidden spaces and illicit, yet 
cunning, forms of knowledge. The act of discovery is two-fold, occurring on the part of the 
rogues who identify those gulls for their prey, transforming seemingly benign ordinaries and 
inns into dens of pranks. Nonetheless, the forms of knowledge touted in Dekker’s cony-
catching pamphlets also derive from the gull himself, the countryman or woman who learns 
through “obseruation and experience” to be wary of the transformed London cityscape and 
guard his or her purse carefully. The anxiety, for the speaker in Dekker’s pamphlet, derives 
from the fact that these rogues are contagious, their criminal methods endemic and endlessly 
procreative of invention. He wonders: “Who would imagine that a Kingdome so fertill in all 
sorts of wholsome discipline, there should growe vp such ranck and such pestilent beds of 
hemlock? that in the very heart of a state so rarely gouerned and dieted by good laws, there 
should breed such loathsome and such vlcerous impostumes?” (I2v). These “impostumes” 
are the external signifiers of an unhealthy class of citizens, those who, like the plague, 
stealthily enter London’s homes, stalk its streets, and transform the face of the city itself.  
 For the countryman, alone perhaps in this urban wilderness, the spaces of London are 
obscure and require at least some forms of association with other individuals in order to walk 
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its streets and conduct business. This position is one of vulnerability, which those rogues in 
Dekker’s pamphlets can immediately identify with external signifiers. For example, “if a 
plaine Fellowe well and cleanely appareled" arrives to London, he is immediately singled out 
and approached by a criminal who feigns knowledge of his country habitation (F2v). 
Welcoming the stranger to London while pretending familiarity, the rogue draws the dupe 
into a sense of home amid a space of foreign bodies and jumbled streets. Even if this 
countryman fails to fall for the pretended acquaintance between the rogue and gull, he is 
often convinced to join the rogue, where “if the Cozen bee such an asse to goe into a 
Tauerne, then hee is sure to bee Unckled” (F3r). Loneliness is, like clothing, a marker of a 
visitor to the city, an ineffable but discoverable aspect of the countryman that the rogues in 
Dekker’s work are able to intuit quickly and upon which they capitalize.  
An interesting contrast to Dekker’s ludic and colorful portrayal of the rogues’ urban 
space is Henry Peacham’s manual of how gentlemen should conduct themselves in the city. 
The Art of Living in London, published in 1642, also includes directives for “the poorer sort 
that come thither to seeke their Fortunes.”421 Peacham imagines the city as its own unique 
environment, but more akin to another great expanse of dangers, the sea. In this scenario, 
London is replete with “fearfull dangerous shelves and rocks,” which threaten the newcomer, 
or  “the weake and unexperienced Barke” who then needs one “acquainted with her 
[London’s] rough entertainment.”422 As Peacham’s metaphors proliferate, the city 
metamorphoses into a thorny brier, a spade of quicksand, and an unquenchably scalding 
                                                        
421 Peacham, The Art of Living in London, or, A Caution How Gentlemen, Countreymen and Strangers Drawn 
by Occasion of Businesse Should Dispose of Themselves in the Thriftiest Way Not Onely in the Citie but in All 
Other Populous Places as also a Direction to the Poorer Sort that Come Thither to Seeke Their Fortunes. 
London: 1642: title page.  
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surface that spawns hot whores. Peacham, like Dekker, is also interested in the moment of 
encounter: how the countryman should conduct himself in this city of dangers. For Peacham, 
the city inhabitants can quickly read external markers of unfamiliarity upon the bodies of 
these visitors:   
[I]f you are a Countrey man, and but newly come to towne you will be smelt out by 
some cheaters or other, who will salute, call you by your name (which perhaps one of 
their company meeting you in another street, hath learned by way of mistaking you 
for another man, which is an old tricke) carry you to the Taverne, saying they are a 
kin to some one dwelling neere you, &c. But all trickes of late yeares have been so 
plainly discovered, and are so generally knowne almost to every childe, that their 
practice is out of date and now no great feare of them; yet an Item can doe you no 
hurt.423 
To Peacham writing in 1642, Dekker and others in the pamphlet print market have already 
well established the various tricks that rogues will employ to gull newcomers to the city. 
Enfolded in this repetition of a common cony-catching ploy is the idea that such literature 
still retains its value, even if the rogues’ tricks are cliché at this point in the mid-seventeenth 
century. If nearly “every childe” is versed in the various methods of tricksterism in the 
period, why does Peacham reproduce it here? The emblematic trick, here, is not only 
Peacham’s “Item” or reminder for the forgetful countryman, it is also an invitation to return 
to the cony-catching pamphlets of the previous decades for their literary and ludic content. 
Over and beyond their utility, Peacham seems to suggest that cony-catching rhetoric is so 
integral to early modern culture at this point to be an important, if childish, form of cultural 
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capital. To know the rogue’s tricks is to mask the olfactory and visual signs one exudes. 
Knowledge of these pranks can then occlude your susceptibility to being “smelt out” by these 
cheaters.  
 Others like Peacham responded to Dekker’s participation in the cony-catching genre. 
Samuel Rid, the author of the juggling text discussed in Chapter Three, responded directly to 
Dekker’s Belman with his Martin Mark-All Beadle of Bridewell; His Defence and Answere 
to the Belman of London.424 In Rid’s narrative, Corporal Fize delivers an oration against the 
Belman, charging that “surely you thinke you haue done a noble exploit, thus to descry and 
declare to the worlde our manner of liuing and customarie laws, our Innes, feasts, and 
meetings,” at which the Belman has undertaken to “Anatomize and picture out such kinde of 
people as you terme base.”425 Nonetheless, as Fize demonstrates, the Belman’s attention is 
better directed to the other citizens of the city, those who enact far worse sins than those of 
the rogue brotherhood. In short, by anatomizing a particular class of criminals, Rid’s rogue 
speakers imagine that the Belman overlooks the contagion of London’s vices more broadly, 
mistaking symptoms of infectious vice for the cause of the disease, the plagued body of the 
city itself. Moreoever, Dekker’s Belman, in seeking to uncover the vices of England’s 
miscreants, merely reproduces the proliferation of texts and bodies that is deemed so endemic 
to the health of the nation-stage: “These volumes and papers, [are] now spread euerie where, 
so that euerie Jacke-boy now can say as well as the proudest of that fraternitie.”426 Despite 
                                                        
424 Samuel Rid, Martin Mark-all, Beadle of Bridevvell; His Defence and Answere to the Belman of London 
Discouering the Long-concealed Originall and Regiment of Rogues, When They First Began to Take Head, and 
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the supposed knowledge that the Belman has expounded, Captain Fize claims, the vices of 
the City are endemic to a much larger set of inhabitants, and now, although “euerie Jacke-
boy” possesses knowledge of the canting way of life through these libelous pamphlets, 
knowledge of the disease of vice must be expanded to account for the innumerable types of 
rogues within London, including those in taverns, on street corners, and those who collude 
with officials to enact their cheats. This is precisely the form of disease that Jonson’s 
Bartholomew Fair explores, in which the avarice and inanity of the roguish visitors to the 
Fair are much more harmful that the contagious cheats that the fellowship of cutpurses and 
bawds employs.  
Dekker followed his first rogue tract with Lantern and Candlelight. Or the Bell-mans 
second Nighs walke in 1608 and O per se O. Or A new cryer of Lanthorne and candle in 
1612. Both texts, interestingly, elaborate on the spaces and the language of the rogues, 
providing more canting terms and dialogues, in a sense enacting the linguistic facility and 
exuberance that characterized the pamphlet genre more broadly. O per se O draws upon the 
infectious language of criminality more explicitly, with a chapter title of “The infection of 
the Suburbs,” which wonders “How happy therefore were Cities if they had no Suburbes, 
sithence they serue but as caues, where monsters are bred vp to deuoure the Cities 
themselues?”427 And yet, as Dekker’s pamphlets make clear, there are no bounds to the 
spaces in which criminals may rest and enact their crimes. From the seemingly respectable 
lodgings of the absentee master to the meanest city ordinary, rogue spaces are just as copious 
as the infectiously generative act of criminality itself.  
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IV. Festive Criminals and Contagion in Bartholomew Fair 
 
Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair stages the tricks of the criminal class and suggests that 
the only preparative against them is in accessing their underbelly knowledge. The rogue 
fellowship is able to craft its own distinctive, urban forms of knowledge, a method of 
practice that is variously figured as contagious and creative. This underbelly of the city, 
moreover, becomes complicit in the contagious rhetoric of disease that we find in Dekker’s 
and other’s plague pamphlets—the city itself is an infectious environment over and beyond 
any specific disease, in part because it harbors these collectives of rogues. They, just as much 
as any other agent such as God, the Devil, or the monarch, bring about the “plague” of the 
city, but the plague here is figured as a social ailment rather than simply a material threat to 
the inhabitants (and, of course, to the theater). And despite its suspicious origins, such 
knowledge empowers the criminal and those who are willing, like Dekker’s narrator or 
Jonson’s Grace, to read into their wiles as far as they can. 
Oscillating between the heterogeneous crowd of Hope Theatre in Bankside on 
October 31, 1614 and, the following night, the court at Whitehall in the presence of King 
James, Bartholomew Fair’s performances reached, in the phrase of John Gabury’s 
prognostication, “from the crown to the clown,” though in the opposite direction.428 The 
                                                        
428 John Gadbury, Merlinus Gallicus: Or, A Prediction for the Year of Grace, 1660. London: 1659. The record 
for the construction of the Hope specified that the carpenter Gilbert Katherens erect the theater as “one other 
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English Professional Theatre, 1530-1660. Edited by Glynne Wickham, Herbert Berry, and William Ingram. 
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Hope Theatre was itself a unique London space, built in 1613 to accommodate both plays 
and bear-baiting.429 The last of the great public theaters built during the early seventeenth 
century, the Hope is represented prominently in Wenceslas Hollar’s famous Long View of 
London from Bankside (1647). In the image, the Hope, although nestled, stands out among 
the other buildings, looming prominent and advertising in Hollar’s script “Beere bayting” 
rather than its stage performances. Notably, this confluence of bear-baiting and dramatic 
performance required that the stage itself be dismantled every several days to make room for 
the violent and noisome spectacle of animal-baiting.430 As Donald Hedrick comments on the 
heterogeneous space of popular spectacle and contemporary taste,  
Combinatorial or cross-fertilizing entertainment moves are, of course, familiar in the 
period [….] The institutionalization of such combinatorial logic reaches an extreme in 
Henslowe’s plan to make the Hope Theater a combination theater and bear-baiting 
arena on alternative days, with the theater—in an eerie premonition of theater’s often 
dependent status in contemporary culture—perhaps to be carried along financially by 
the more profitable entertainment of animal-baiting.431 
                                                        
429 See Holly Dugan on the affect of smell in the Hope theater, particularly in connection with the staging of 
Bartholomew Fair. More broadly, Dugan concludes by noting the effect of a crowded, odiferous space on the 
play: “it is useful to consider what the doubled premiere of Bartholomew Fair suggests about the role of theatre 
in the expanding metropolis, a built environment increasingly defined by crowding—of industries, 
infrastructures, animals, waste and people [….] Bartholomew Fair thus illustrates the importance of 
understanding the material conditions of London’s theatrical entertainments, for the theatre shaped its then 
audience’s collective understanding of the changing, crowded space of London, smells and all, through the 
plays performed and crowds breathing within it” (213). Dugan, “‘As Dirty as Smithfield and as Stinking Every 
Whit’: The Smell of the Hope Theatre,” in Shakespeare’s Theatres and the Effects of Performance, edited by 
Farah Karim-Cooper and Tiffany Stern. New York: Bloomsbury, 2014: 195-213.  
   
430 Jonson explicitly alludes to the animal-baiting in the play through Book-Holder’s insult to the Stage-Keeper, 
whose duties include “gathering up the broken apples for the bears within” (Induction 38-39).  
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Renaissance in Popular Culture: An Age for All Time, edited by Greg Colón Semenza. New York: Palgrave 
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This “cross-fertilizing” is all the more apparent in the dual locales evoked in Jonson’s play—
the fictional space of the fair itself amid the urban crowded conditions of the theatrical locus, 
which are both marked by the detritus and smell of animals alongside human bodies. These 
spaces, I want to suggest, are forefront in the material conditions and the text of 
Bartholomew Fair, requiring in turn a tenuous, imaginative vacillation between the present 
bodily and affective experiences of play-going alongside the recollection of the space of 
Smithfield, two spaces of physical confluence that would recall the contagious and criminal 
possibilities of gathering amid the multitude. As the Induction instructs, “though the Fair be 
not kept in the same region that some here perhaps would have it, yet think that therein the 
author hath observed a special decorum, the place being as dirty as Smithfield, and as 
stinking every whit” (Induction 117-120). In the crowd for performances are those very 
tricksters depicted in the play, traversing both spaces and pointing up the troubled position of 
those unversed in the scientism of the criminal. 
 Many critics have commented on the carnivalesque nature of this longest of Jonson’s 
plays and its relationship with the theatrical and urban spaces it evokes.432 In James 
Mardock’s estimation, “Bartholomew Fair is the culmination and fullest expression of 
Jonson’s career-long concern with space and place.”433 The sheer length (almost twice the 
span of a play that would require the standard two hours of performance) and the 
impressively expansive category of characters suggest a crowding of bodies and matter that 
mimic the urban sprawl and copiousness of the City and its environs. Moreover, in this most 
topical of plays, Jonson underwrites the narrative with London’s specific spaces; Littlewit is 
                                                        
432 See, for example, Jonathan Haynes’s “Festivity and the Dramatic Economy of Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair,” 
English Literary History 51.4 (Winter 1984): 645-668.  
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known at Saint Paul’s, Win’s cap recalls “the coney-skin-woman of Budge Row” (1.1.17-
18), the wits in infamous London taverns, the “Three Cranes, Mitre, and Mermaid men,” fall 
short in Littlewit’s estimation of his own powers of conceit, alongside a whole host of other 
references to the expansive urban landscape. In short, references to the theater and the city 
itself populate the play almost frenetically, teaching those visitors to the City about London’s 
seemingly innumerable signifiers and reminding the City’s inhabitants of the spaces in which 
they are mired. Jonson, in this sense, establishes a relationship with audience members that 
goes beyond the contract in the Induction, providing through topical references to the City 
and the Fair a type of intellectual exchange that rests not on texts but direct experiences with 
spaces such as Cheapside, the Moorfields, and Banbury. The Fair features three primary loci: 
Urusla’s booth, which is figured as “Hell” (2.2.37), the stocks that hold Wasp, Busy, and 
Overdo, and Lantern’s puppet stage. All three spaces, however, are easily traversed in the 
movement of the play’s criminals and spectators; although there are three main spaces of 
consort represented prominently onstage, what is remarkable is the ready means through 
which characters move between these spaces. They arrive, flee, and become indistinguishable 
among the crowd in the interstices of the Fair’s locales. Overhanging this space is the specter 
of the regulatory court, the Piepowders, in which Overdo ostensibly reigns, although even 
this space is mocked as ineffective in curbing the antics of those like Ursula and the 
prostitute Alice. Characterizing Jonson’s criminal Fair, in other words, are a multiplicity of 
spaces that are variously crafted and dismantled, as is the Fair and the performance space 
itself at the Hope. Censoriously disclaiming against the Fair and Win-the-Fight’s desire to eat 
a roasted pig specifically in the Fair, Busy remarks on this easy collapse of spatialized 
significance. As he remarks, “you make the Fair no better than one of the high places. This, I 
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take it, is the stage of the question: a high place” (1.6.44-45). Nonetheless, his understanding 
of the virtuosity of fluid spaces—in which moral alignment and appetite can restructure the 
actions performed within—alters when his own desires intervene in his religious logic. In his 
shift of reasoning, “[t]he place is not much, not very much” (1.6.58-59). This slight regard 
for the Fair as a place is echoed throughout the play, from the Stage-Keeper’s critiques of 
Jonson’s dramatic bodying forth of Smithfield to the gallants’ anticipation of the 
characterological spectacles that the Fair may afford. In disparaging the Fair and preparing 
the audiences to read it critically, the play anticipates the characters’ negotiation of 
knowledge.  
The Induction is a remarkable exposition on the meta-theatrical conventions of early 
modern drama, literary criticism, and the mimetic powers of the stage to recreate the 
sensuousness and frivolity of Bartholomew Fair. The Stage-Keeper’s critiques of Jonson’s art 
cheekily comment on the gap between his and others’ expectations of a representation of the 
fair against the “master-poet’s” distance from such experiential knowledge, for his “has not 
hit the humours: he does not know ’em (20; 9). Instead, the dramatist has distorted the image, 
rendering foreign what should be familiar: “When’t comes to the Fair once, you were e’en as 
good go to Virginia, for anything there is of Smithfield” (7-9). The Stage-Keeper asserts his 
own province of knowledge, this time of the Fair’s rogues and the tricks enacted there that 
would be sure to please. Alas, his expertise is not called for, though as we shall see rogue 
knowledge is forefront in the play itself. Instead, the Stage-Keeper’s suggested emendations 
and coloring of the scene are rejected, presumably for aesthetic reasons: “He has, sir-
reverence, kicked me three or four times about the tiring house, I thank him, for but offering 
to put in with my experience” (21-23). When the Book-Holder enters to present the 
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dramatist’s “contract” with the audience, the Stage-Keeper maintains that he is one of the 
groundlings, those who are punningly referred to as “understanding gentlemen” (36). These 
gentlemen and the Stage-Keeper are classed together as Jonson’s intended audience, for as 
the Book-Holder reveals once he shoos the interfering Stage-Keeper away, “the author hath 
writ it [the play] just to his meridian and the scale of the grounded judgements here, his play-
fellows in wit” (42-44).  
 These “play-fellows” in knowledge are figured as equally susceptible to the infection 
of judgments as they are of the other bodies crowding the theater and the imagined fairs.434 
This gathering of bodies and intellection, Jonson suggests, are preconditions for the 
dissemination of ill-favored airs: “It is also agreed that every man here exercise his own 
judgement, and not censure by contagion or upon trust from another’s voice or face that sits 
by him” (73-74). Here, discernment is figured as equally endemic as the bodies themselves in 
the theater and at the fair. Determining literary virtuosity evokes the other, even less effable, 
susceptibility to contagion in Jonson’s theater, pointing up the many “vapours” circulating 
throughout the space of the Hope, in the form of affective experiences and the language 
itself. Jonson conjures the image of the Fair not only through staging practices, but also by 
means of a language that marks an impression on the bodies of the spectators: “the language 
somewhere savours of Smithfield, the booth, and the pig-broth” (Induction 112-113). As we 
have already seen, the theater is “as stinking every whit” as the Fair. Smell is the affective 
                                                        
434 Jane Pettegree reads “contamination” differently than I do here, suggesting that contamination is a practice 
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Judgment, and Friendship in Bartholomew Fair,” Ben Jonson Journal 19 (November 2012): 219.   
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link between the audiences’ imaginative visiting of the fair amid what is already a contagious 
landscape. The collapse, in other words, is also superfluous at this point, as the audience is 
already entrenched in the criminal world of disseminating cheats, disease, and knowledges. 
In Jonson’s directives, ignorance is a virtue if, as the contract scathingly demands, it is a 
stolid one, a grasping after confirmed opinions from past experiences of theatrical spectacles 
that does not fade with the passage of time. In this case, the Stage-Keeper’s desire for a 
recognizable Smithfield runs up against the contract’s imperious command “that how great 
soever the expectation be, no person here is to expect more than he knows, or better ware 
than a fair will afford” (Induction 85-87). The space of the fair, in other words, preconditions 
our expectations of the literary matter and aesthetic merit of the narrative. Space should 
inform, indeed shape, the audiences’ understanding of the play’s messages and atmosphere of 
saturnalian festivity. Knowledge, in this instance, is experiential, but one that the Induction 
reminds us, must be fitted, decorously, to the particularities of the Fair and its denizens. One 
must not, then, look back with nostalgia at “the sword-and-buckler age of Smithfield” 
(Induction 87-88). Instead, the present is its own species of knowledge-producing 
forewarning against the element of ludic tricks enacted in this most copious of spaces.  
 In a separate address to the audience, marked by its distinct social and political 
valences, Jonson’s play addresses King James, where the monarch is transported to “a fair: / 
Such place, such men, such language, and such ware / You must expect” (Prologue to the 
King’s Majesty, 1-3). Although the opening goes on to specify the type of “sport” (8) James 
is to anticipate, the unqualified “such” leaves room for a number of associative objects, 
character types, and affective responses to the collective gathering at Smithfield. It is a 
locale, Jonson suggests, far removed from James’ normalized ken of courtly life, but 
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nonetheless one that encroaches on the monarch’s daily life in the form of “the zealous noise 
/ Of your land’s faction” (3-4) in which voices of Parliamentary opposition and Puritan 
rhetoric against the practice of festivities reach the monarch’s space of rule.435 In the 
Epilogue, too, the King is instructed to “allow” the play based on his direct experience of 
play-going, pointing up the bodily presence of the king in the act of performance, “from your 
ear and view” (Epilogue, 2). Although Jonson acknowledges that his play has given voice to 
“profane men” (8)—the rogues, the pimps, and the lackluster cohort of social abusers such as 
Busy and Overdo—Jonson asserts, in a deprecating gesture, that his drama has nonetheless 
represented the intricacies of these profane men and women in order to delight and, as in the 
Prologue, offer a fitting if ephemeral “fairing” for the King. 
 The cast of Bartholomew Fair features an exceptionally large cohort of rogues, those 
“profane” men and women who outnumber the naïve visitors to the fair. There are those 
licensed to trade at Smithfield, including Lantern Leatherhead the hobby-horse seller, Joan 
Trash a gingerbread vendor, and of course the gargantuan Ursula and her tapster Mooncalf, 
whose shop serves as the hub of the rogues’ ploys, the base from which operations on those 
flocking to the fair can be conceived and often enacted. Joining these compatriots are the 
cutpurse Ezekiel Edgworth, the ballad-singer Nightingale, Jordan Knockem the horse-
courser, and Val Cutting and Captain Whit. Punctuating this dizzying multitude of rogues is 
the madman Troubleall, whose plight Overdo comes to pity but not, ultimately, to 
understand. Importantly, all of these figures are at the Fair, collectivizing in a crowded hub in 
order to enact their cheats on the Fair’s visitors. These denizens, as Busy asserts, inhabit a 
                                                        
435 R. B. Parker, for example, focuses on how the spaces of the Fair evoke several themes in the narrative: “the 
play exposes law and authority as merely further forms of aggression.” See “The Themes and Staging of 
Bartholomew Fair,” University of Toronto Quarterly 39.4 (July 1970): 298. 
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place that is “not much, not very much” (1.6.58-59), and in Grace the ward’s estimation 
“there’s none goes thither of any quality or fashion” (1.5.102-103). By the beginning of Act 
Two, these figures converge onstage at the Fair, crowding its boarders and encroaching on 
the bodies and livelihoods of its spectators—both Cokes and his compatriots and the 
audience at the Hope. Quarlous scornfully remarks of Cokes, “What a rogue in apprehension 
is this!” (107). However, the ability to apprehend true meaning and motives in the locale of 
the Fair and City extends beyond the asinine heir to apply to the cast of visitors to the Fair. 
Even Overdo, pretending moral and intellective superiority and believing that his guise can 
give him access to previously delimited realms of underbelly knowledge, lacks the canny 
percipience of the rogues of Smithfield. Singularly, only the audience is in the position to 
read the many valences of tricks and gulls in the narrative. In an extraordinary play on 
language, Quarlous identifies that misapprehension is equally as rogue-like as is true 
understanding and practice in the arts of the criminal. In this way, Quarlous attempts to offer 
a similar coney-catching dictum to the audience, who are meant to see beyond the 
foolishness of Cokes and his cohort. Ironically, just as Dekker’s and others criminal 
pamphlets run up against the problem of offering means for interpretation amid the illegible, 
so too does Quarlous’s lines apply, at the end of the play, to its speaker. Misapprehension in 
the Fair, Jonson shows, makes rogues of us all.   
Ironically, the “Country-man” in Lupton’s description is not the ward Grace, who is 
depicted as the newcomer and sightseer of the city, but Bartholomew Cokes, whose 
adventure in London’s streets is already marked by the affect of wonder and pervading 
frivolity which Wasp refuses to characterize as innocuous bonhomie:   
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We ha’ been but a day and a half in town, gentlemen, ’tis true; and yesterday i’the 
afternoon we walked London, to show the city to the gentlewoman he shall marry, 
Mistress Grace; but afore I will endure such another half-day with him, I’ll be drawn 
with a good gib-cat through the great pond at home, as his uncle Hodge was! Why, 
we could not meet that heathen thing all day but stayed him: he would name you all 
the signs over as he went, aloud, and where he spied a parrot or a monkey, there he 
was pitched—with all the little long-coats about him, male and female—no getting 
him away! I thought he would ha’ run mad o’the black boy in Bucklersbury that takes 
the scurvy, roguy tobacco there. (1.4.81-90).  
Here, Cokes is taken in by the numerous sights of London itself, which is figured as a 
marketplace of foolish excess, trafficking in the baubles and toys of which Cokes finds so 
much delight. Traversing the City ostensibly to show Grace its architectural and historical 
pleasures, Cokes instead is mired in the vendible and fantastic. He reads the signs of taverns 
and shops not for information but perhaps in an inane attempt to compensate for the silence 
of Grace, deriving as it does from “a restrained scorn,” which “she casts upon all his 
behaviour and speeches” (1.5.44-45). The Fair, as we shall see, is no better; Smithfield offers 
even more diversions for Cokes, where one might lose anything “i’the press” (1.5.91). And 
yet, the spectacle of the Fair and its imagined pleasures—ballads, roasted pig, and for the 
gallants the performance of the potential dupes themselves—promise contagious hilarity. In 
Winwife’s estimation, “These flies cannot this hot season but engender us excellent creeping 
sport” (1.5.110-111), intimating that the Fair is the stage upon which the dupes, rather than 
the cheats, will offer those sights which the wife-hunting young men long to see.  
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 Against Jonson’s coloring of the space of the Fair and its criminality, we have 
historical evidence that the Fair was, indeed, a locus of both transgression and vaporous 
dissemination. The German visitor Paul Hentzner described viewing the spectacle of the 
magistrates parading at the Fair and the subsequent diversion of loose rabbits in the crowd 
(concretizing the image of coney-catching in this boisterous, illegible space). As Hentzner 
explains, during this spectacle, “one of our company, Tobias Salander, doctor of physic, had 
his pocket picked of his purse, with nine crowns du soleil, which, without doubt, was so 
cleverly taken from him by an Englishman who always kept very close to him, that the 
doctor did not in the least perceive it.”436 Hentzner, a tourist in this land of crafty cutpurses, 
unwittingly rings a note of admiration for a practice of theft so “cleverly” conducted. In the 
Fair, those unversed in the arts of sleight of hand and diversion are at risk for losing their 
money and other goods. In the genre of juggling, technical manuals, the author of Hocus 
Pocus Junior: The anatomy of legerdemain similarly points up the acts of deception that 
flourish in such a space. In a moment of media consciousness and playful juggling with both 
language and conceit, the anonymous author addresses the reader’s sense of wonder the need 
for such a text and the power of language and know-how to unravel the dimensions of 
trickery accompanying such a space:   
Courteous Reader, do you not wonder? if you doe not, well you may, to see so sleight 
a Pamphlet so quickly spent; but lightly come, and lightly go; it is a Juglers term and 
it well befits the subject. Would you know whence it first came? why, from 
Bartholomew Faire: would you know whither it's bent? for the Faire againe; its a 
                                                        
436 Paul Hentzner, Travels in England During the Reign of Queen Elizabeth, edited by Sir Robert Naunton. 
London, Paris, and Melbourne: Cassel & Company, 1892: 43.  
 
 271 
straggler, a wanderer, & as I said, as it lightly comes, so it lightly goes; for it means 
to see not only Bartholomew Faire, but all the Fairs in the Kingdom also, and 
therfore in the front, Hiccius Doccius is the Postmaster, and what he wants there, ile 
give him here, a word or two of command, a term of art, not so much substantial, as 
circumstantial, Celeriter, vade, over hedges and ditches, thorow thick and thin, to 
come to your Fairs.437 
As in Dekker’s pamphlets, the author of Hocus Pocus is acutely aware of the print conditions 
of the text and what the pamphlet form conveys about the contents of the treatise. Figuring 
the pamphlet itself as a trick or deception, in which “sleight” conveys the sense of both 
alacrity and misdirection, the author imagines that the pamphlet was born in the spaces of 
Bartholomew Fair. It originates, in other words, from the real practices and rhetorical 
associations of the specific space of crowd and spectacle, not unlike the theater. Returning to 
its birth-right, the pamphlet on legerdemain traverses the various fairs of the land to render 
permanent what is an ephemeral performance of juggling taking place within the transitory 
and yet annual festivities. Leaping over hedges and ditches, the pamphlet itself is, like the 
rogues in Jonson’s play, a flexible, canny representation of the generative and yet contagious 
forms of knowledge and pleasure found in a singular locus. Although the Stage-Keeper 
protests that we are denied the pleasure of witnessing “a juggler with a well-educated ape” 
(Induction 13), we are privy to many other types of jugglers and acts of sleight of hand, in the 
person of the many cutpurses and performances in Smithfield. 
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 Overdo believes that his disguise will allow him to observe, accurately, the many 
“enormities” of the Fair. In this sense, Overdo is a type of aspirant Belman, believing that the 
facade of fool can cover his piercing eye of inspection into Bartholomew Fair and its 
criminals. As he boasts, imagining himself in collective praise to the clever magistrate like 
Vincentio in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure,  
Never shall I enough commend a worthy worshipful man, sometime a capital member 
of this city, for his high wisdom in this point, who would take you now the habit of a 
porter, now a carman, now of the dog-killer in this month of August, and in the winter 
a seller of tinderboxes. (2.1.9-12) 
In his usual habit of justice, Overdo fears that he prevented from accessing the true 
underbelly knowledge of the City and its environs. As he laments, “alas, as we are public 
persons, what do we know? Nay, what can we know?” (2.1.21-22). In Rid’s pamphlet, some 
of the rogues suspect such a ploy on the part of a “spie knaue” who dresses as a hermit and 
“so by dayly commercing and discoursing learned in time the mysterie and knowledge of this 
ignoble profession.” 438 The problem, of course, is that the rogues are much too clever and 
the crafted space of the Fair is much more nebulous and tricky than Overdo anticipates. The 
dictates of law and legalism do not prepare him for the truly messy nature of the Fair. 
Overdo’s attempt to record precisely and materially the enormities of the Fair remind us of 
the limitations of text and image in this space. Although he proudly reveals “My black book 
for the purpose” (2.1.34), Overdo’s entire method of observation and his prejudgments of the 
moral and social alignment of the Fair’s inhabits are preventative screens through which he 
only observes darkly. Knowledge in and of Smithfield and London, in other words, requires a 
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much more flexible and creative form of understanding, a method that is at once embracive 
and yet distanced of the arts of legerdemain and gulling.  
Other forms of popular knowledge concretize the sense that understanding and canny 
reading are fluid commodities in this urban space. The marriage game, for example, occupies 
the central plot of the play and is informed by a prediction based on urine analysis (conflating 
uroscopy and uromancy) on the part of magical practitioners. Dame Purecraft is convinced 
by a prophetic reading she is to soon marry a madman. As Win narrates: “my mother has had 
her nativity-water cast lately by the cunning-men in Cow Lane, and they ha’ told her her 
fortune, and do ensure her she shall never have happy hour unless she marry within this 
sennight, and when it is it must be a madman, they say” (1.2.36-39). Winwife, himself a type 
of rogue in the hunt after affluent marriageable partners, identifies the prognostication as a 
“confederacy, a mere piece of practice upon her by these impostors!” (1.2.45-46). Straddling 
the moral and social distinction between rogue and gull, Winwife aims to uncover such 
attempted cheats while remaining unidentified as one himself. Not unlike Quarlous, Winwife 
believes that he can stand aloof from the intricate rogueries inherent in the space of 
Bartholomew’s Fair, separated bodily and ethically from the machinations of the criminals 
and vendors and the foppery of Cokes and the others.   
 Even the venders in the Fair characterize the space as one of criminal contagion 
because it is unregulated. The criminal knowledge within the Fair gives these vendors an 
epistemic form of power over those who are vulnerable in this space, notably the daft Justice 
Overdo. For Leatherhead, the lack of visitors in the morning signals the “Fair’s pest’lence 
dead” (2.2.1) and even the body of other sellers, Joan Trash, risk contaminating his 
prospects. He demands that Joan move away from his hobby-horse stall, intimating that the 
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game of milking others out of money is a competitive one, in which various “enormities” 
battle for the attention of the spectator. Nonetheless, Ursula and her booth dominate the space 
of the Fair, serving as a type of boiling, hellish epicenter for the various denizens of 
Smithfield. As Edgworth designates to Nightingale, “All the purses and purchase I give you 
today by conveyance, bring hither to Urs’la’s presently. Here we will meet at night in her 
lodge, and share. Look you choose good places for your standing ‘the Fair when you sing, 
Nightingale” (2.4.32-35). Ursula herself is bodily and criminally excessive, larding the 
ground as she ambles across the stage in a highly visceral image of the comingling of matter 
and morals in this crowded space.439 Here Overdo, disguised as the madman Arthur of 
Bradley, witnesses the first of several complotted gatherings. Knockem, the cutpurse, for 
example, enters and Overdo marks him by the visual signifiers of his trade: “a cutpurse of the 
sword, the boot, and the feather! Those are his marks” (2.3.9-10). And yet Overdo trusts 
language too much, requesting Mooncalf deliver the true nature of Knockem, inquiring 
whether the horse-courser is indeed “a child of the horn-thumb, a babe of booty, boy: a 
cutpurse” (2.3.23). Overdo, a justice whose profession depends on the powers of language to 
signify unidirectionally the guiltiness or innocence of those who come before his bench, fails 
to understand the tricks of rogues who play with language, and Mooncalf convinces him 
instead that his “after-game o’ discretion” (2.3.31) was well played, when in fact it is more 
revelatory for the apprentice Mooncalf than it is for the disguised justice. The “marks” of the 
rogue are false visual signifiers. As Cokes complains upon becoming the victim of theft, 
“[n]othing angers me but that nobody here looked like a cutpurse” (2.6.110).  Winwife is 
insulted that they are presumed by the Fair’s vendors that they are customers like Cokes: 
                                                        
439 On Ursula as a “leaky body” see Gail Kern Paster, “Leaky Vessels: The Incontinent Women of City 
Comedy,” in The Body Embarrassed, 23-63.  
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“That these people should be so ignorant to think us chapmen for ’em!” (2.5.9). And yet 
Quarlous perceptively points out that their very being in the Fair ostensibly renders them 
spectators and potential dupes: “Why, they know no better ware than they have, nor better 
customers than come. And our very being here makes us fit to be demanded as well as 
others” (2.5.11-12). In his estimation, Quarlous and Winwife are marked not outwardly, but 
by the space of the Fair itself, contaminating their social standing by visiting a space that 
Grace had earlier characterized as one in which “there’s none goes thither of any quality or 
fashion” (1.5.102-103). They are without the more legible forms of knowledge within their 
usual social circles, distinctly at an epistemic disadvantage. Unlike in Dekker’s pamphlets, 
there is little to visually signify the body of the rogue or the gull—no purposeful denigrations 
of the physical self or traces of disease characterize those encroaching on Cokes’s oblivious 
participation in the spectacles of Smithfield.  
 Rhetoric of plague and disease proliferate in Smithfield, characterizing the rogues, the 
crowd, and the moral lassitude that accompany frivolous spending and entertainment. In 
Overdo’s oration, the Fair promotes consumption of alcohol and tobacco, and these engender 
numerous physic and physical maladies: “Hark, O you sons and daughters of Smithfield, and 
hear what malady it doth the mind: it causeth swearing, it causeth swaggering, it causeth 
snuffling, and snarling, and now and then a hurt” (2.6.54-56). Cokes delivers a malediction 
upon those who seek to steal from him. Upon loosing his first purse, Cokes cries “[a] plague 
of all roguy, damned cutpurses for me!” (2.6.81-82). For Cokes, a plague should visit the 
bodies of those already physically and morally degenerated by the characteristic of “roguy” 
deception and self-interest. Ursula, too, adopts the language of disease in her insults over the 
gallants Winwife and Quarlous, who are already, in her estimation, suffering from the pox 
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due to intercourse with malnourished prostitutes (2.5.78-80). Of course, we have the image 
of bodies mingling dangerously most poignantly in the transformation of Mistress Overdo 
and Win into prostitutes, an alteration that begins in the physical need for urination but 
extends outwards to hint at their physical degradation to acts of confluence and illicit gain.   
Beyond the “marks” that fail to signify upon the body, even language fails to suitably 
distinguish the rogues from the visitors of the fair. Hypocritical religious protestations, for 
example, are characterized by Quarlous, posing as Troubleall the madman, as “canting” 
(5.1.17). In his guise, Quarlous delivers trenchant truths of the harm of religious posturing 
and prophecy to the nation: “Away, you are a herd of hypocritical, proud ignorants, rather 
wild than mad, fitter for woods and the society of beasts than houses and the congregation of 
men. You are the second part of the society of canters, outlaws to order and discipline and 
the only privileged church-robbers of Christendom” (5.1.35-38). As Dame Purecraft’s 
admission upon Quarlous’s charge reveals, she is a master-beguiler, having adopted the 
position of holy matron in order to trick those of the Brethren out of money. Her long-con 
points to the second part of her name, craft; the space of the Fair brings forth her deceitful 
pose like a purgative, the Fair and its guises drawing out the scandal of even the most 
seemingly “pure” of the Fair’s visitors. 
Unlike the other women in the play, the stiffly resistant Grace remains impervious to 
the affects and airs of the Fair. She resists venturing to the Fair because “none goes thither of 
any quality or fashion” (1.5.103). In her disdainful response to Cokes plea that she not worry 
about his stolen money, Grace articulates her perspective on the Fair and its denizens: “I do 
not think on’t” (2.6.107). Grace shares neither the curiosity of Winwife and Quarlous, the 
naiveté of Dame Purecraft and Win, nor the misguided understanding of Adam Overdo. 
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Instead, she refuses to think, to query, the Fair as a site of transformation. Instead, Grace 
accepts the qualities of the Fair space and even uses it to her advantage: where else but in the 
carnival of the Fair might Grace lose her intended spouse and bargain so quickly—and so 
thoughtlessly—for a new one? Although she maintains that her chastity and her moral 
standing are not in the least affected by the Fair—“I am so secure in mine own manners as I 
suspect not yours” (3.5.247-248)—Grace nonetheless sees the opportunity afforded by the 
place to which she has been forced to resort. In this way, Grace identifies more with the 
criminal cohort in the Fair than she might with Win or Mistress Overdo. Like Edgeworth, 
Nightingale, and even Alice the prostitute, Grace refashions the space of the Fair to meet her 
ends. She advertises to Quarlous and Winwife her “cunning” (4.2.24) in the conceit of 
selecting one of her suitors at random through the devise of the written names and the 
madman. In orchestrating her own tricks within the confines of the Fair, Grace remains 
immune to the pernicious effects it has upon its other female visitors—she remains firm in 
her manners and cunning while Win and Mistress Overdo are infected by the promises of 
bodily and social freedom that the space itself proffers.  
By the end of the play we have, despite the Stage-Keeper’s protestations, “conversed 
with the Barthol’mew-birds” (Induction 10) or those creaturely performers of tricks and 
delights in the space of Smithfield. Nightingale’s opening ballad, in this case, accurately 
captures the description of the Fair’s “birds”:  
 Hey, now the Fair’s a-filling!  
 O’ for a tune to starle 
 The birds o’the booths here billing, 
 Yearly with old Saint Bartle!  
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 The drunkards they are wading 
 The punks and chapmen trading; 
 Who’d see the Fair without his lading? (2.2.28-34).  
The audiences’ ware, the fairings we have acquired, consist in the forms of knowledge touted 
in Dekker’s rogue pamphlets. Although Leatherhead vends the “excellent fine Barthol’mew-
bird” (2.5.4), the toys we have are not of the substantial sort. And as Jonson hints in his 
allusion, the space of the Fair will change, and previous expectations of what this space 
affords will fall short of the metamorphoses of this space of creative tricks and bodily 
commingling.  
V. Conclusion 
Dekker’s prose pamphlets and Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair both explore the criminal 
possibilities in the city’s own landscapes, possibilities that are conditioned and marked by 
contagion. But plague itself extends to the rhetoric and practices of the arch-designers of this 
space, those rogues who identify the creative opportunities of a city already visited by 
endemic and open thus to resourceful crafting of space. The cohort of criminals in 
Bartholomew Fair participate in an act of creative contagion, in which rogue knowledge 
creates felicitous display of theatrical, criminal wit. The country visitor and the town gull are 
both objects of prey because they misread the meaning of city spaces and fair denizens in 
Jonson’s play. On stage and in pamphlet culture, the rogues who are so delightfully fantastic 
in their inventions of locale are also dangerously witty, practicing a type of knowledge that 
exceeds representational boundaries. Dekker’s numerous additions to The Belman 
emblematizes this generative aspect of infectious criminal wit, in which the young 
apprentices to crime will only pick up where those who are exposed left off, in the same way 
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the prose tracts build upon the existing literature to add new and creative means of gulling 
others. It may be that the Belman’s attempts to “draw[] forth a perfect Map” will inevitably 
fail, for the Belman’s perspective is only slightly closer to the “down below” in de Certeau’s 
formulation as Dekker’s readers.440 Ultimately we have to acknowledge the distance between 
these literary representations and the spaces and communities of criminality as they actually 
existed in early modern London. What we do gain from representations of these character 
types, however, is the overwhelming sense that the criminal class possessed its own form of 
knowledge, one that did not rely upon textual learning or formal artisanship. Dekker and 
Jonson imagine a world in which the dexterity of criminal knowledge can only arise in a 
topsy-turvy refashioning of the authority of institutions represented by Justice Overdo and 
Zeal-of-the-Land Busy to impart understanding of the plagued city and to mark out a space 






















                                                        





‘Trifled Former Knowings’: Reading Preternatural Signs in Macbeth  
 
Notoriously, Macbeth enters the play with the line “So foul and fair a day I have not seen” 
(1.3.38), commenting on the battle just fought while also assessing the strangeness of his 
own environment.  His opening equivocation suggests that it is challenging to read the skies 
of Shakespeare’s Scotland. The title character, echoing the Weird Sisters, appears to lack 
basic tools for discerning seasonal change.441 His statement does, on the other hand, suggest 
that his political fortunes prompt an environmental response. We are asked to consider the 
relationship between human action and nature’s reactions moments later Macbeth and 
Banquo encounter the Weird Sisters, who make apparent the irregularity of Scotland’s 
landscape. The Sisters elide simple elemental correspondence, identifying with earth, water, 
and air simultaneously: “The earth hath bubbles, as the water has / And these are of them” 
(1.3.79-80). In their presence, the environment is mystical, for they “hover through the fog 
and filthy air” (1.1.11) and traffic in obscurity. The Weird Sisters, then, are extensions of 
nature and the cosmos, existing as integral parts of the system of portents and signs 
characterizing an early modern understanding of environmental causality.442 In Holinshed’s 
                                                        
441 All in-text citations refer to Macbeth, edited by Kenneth Muir. Arden Second Series. New York: 
Bloomsbury, rpr. 2013. 
 
442 Floyd-Wilson makes this argument in “English Epicures and Scottish Witches,” Shakespeare Quarterly 57.2 
(2006): 131-161. As Floyd-Wilson notes, “Macbeth depends on a correspondence between witchcraft and 
weather. The forces in the play that modern readers may deem ‘supernatural’—and make anachronistic 
assumptions in doing so—are predominantly meteorological in nature” (143).  
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Chronicles, these are women “resembling creatures of an elder worlde,”443 or a world less 
apprehensible to sixteenth-century individuals living in a universe in which these beings are 
present but often absent from direct human interaction.444 The eerie entrance of the Weird 
Sisters establishes Macbeth’s fascination with the magical possibilities of the natural world. 
They are embodiments of a cohort of the preternatural forces beyond the physical presence of 
witches upon the stage.445 
This chapter charts how Macbeth embraces and performs disparate, flexible systems 
of knowledge in characters’ understanding of the environment, a landscape that includes the 
Weird Sisters, of course, but also hosts a range of preternatural signs visible to spectators. 
Not only does the Scottish landscape prove mystical and difficult to read, but the play 
repeatedly stages characters who, in attempting to explain their natural world, borrow from a 
range of textual sources. Banquo, Lennox, and the Old Man, for example, study the strange 
                                                        
443 Online at “The Holinshed Project,” edited by Paulina Kewes, Ian Archer, Felicity Heal, and Henry 
Summerson. http://www.cems.ox.ac.uk/holinshed/index.shtml. Accessed Feb. 28, 2015. 
 
444 Holinshed goes on to describe these figures as nymphs or fairies, confusing the ontological categories in 
which they might fall. His description, however, mirrors Macbeth’s and Banquo’s own uncertainty regarding 
how to understand these beings and their language. In The Historie of Scotland (1577), “This was reputed at the 
first but some vayne fantasticall illusion by Makbeth and Banquho, in so muche that Banquho woulde call 
Makbeth in ieste kyng of Scotland, and Makbeth againe would call him in sporte likewise, the father of many 
kings. But afterwards the common opinion was that these women were eyther the weird sisters, that is (as ye 
would say ye Goddesses of destinie, or els some Nimphes or Feiries, endewed with knowledge of prophesie by 
their Nicromanticall science, bicause every thing came to passe as they had spoken” (244). A similar 
ontological confusion occurs in Simon Forman’s response to the play, in which he notes “howe Mackbeth and 
Bancko, 2 noble men of Scotland, Ridinge thorowe a wod, the[re] stode before them 3 women feiries or 
Nimphes.” Cited on page 337 in Macbeth, edited by Sandra Clark and Pamela Mason. New York: Bloomsbury, 
2015.  
 
445 The scholarship on the Weird Sisters is extensive, and includes Stephen Greenblatt, “Shakespeare 
Bewitched,” 108-35; Lorraine Helms, “The Weyward Sisters: Towards a Feminist Staging of Macbeth,” New 
Theatrical Quarterly 8 (May 1992): 167-77; Stephen Orgel, “Macbeth and the Antic Round,” in The Authentic 
Shakespeare, and Other Problems of the Early Modern Stage. New York: Routledge, 2002: 159-72; Peter 
Stallybrass, “Macbeth and Witchcraft” in Focus on “Macbeth”, ed. John Russell Brown. London: Routledge, 
1982: 189-209; and Deborah Willis, Malevolent Nurture: Witch-Hunting and Maternal Power in Early Modern 
England. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995.  
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phenomena of the environment with a cautious eye, drawing on high and low forms of 
knowledge to ascertain the significance of what they encounter. Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, 
in contrast, fail to maintain a critical distance from their environment.  
Where others observe and attempt to interpret, the Macbeths’ capacity to read their 
surroundings proves compromised by the environment’s uncanny influence on them and their 
willing invitation of the preternatural into their bodies. Critical readings of the play have 
considered the ways in which the Macbeths’ perceptions are potentially shaped by disordered 
humors, witchcraft, or pangs of conscience, but this scholarship has not examined how the 
play stages different approaches to reading the signs, tokens, or portents that are manifest in 
Scotland.446 The play not only features a heterodox, magical cosmos but it also presents 
different ways to understand that cosmos, understandings, I argue, often represented in the 
vernacular scientific print of the period. Borrowing from the methods outlined in these texts, 
the characters who observe and assess their environment often draw on experiential 
knowledge, thus challenging Duncan’s belief that “There’s no art / To find the mind’s 
construction in the face” (1.4.11-12). There are “arts” for understanding bodies, preternature 
and its portents, but the sources of such knowledge are diverse. They do not derive from a 
single school of thought or genre in the period.  
We might turn, for example, to Thomas Hill’s work on physiognomy, in which 
reading the countenance is a diagnostic and prophetic science, which “leadeth a man to the 
vnderstanding and knowing” of others’ likelihood of tyrannical rebellion. Physiognomy can 
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Play. New York: Bloomsbury, 2014; Nick Moschovakis, editor, Macbeth: New Critical Essays. New York: 
Routledge, 2008; and Sandra Clark, “The Critical Backstory,” in Macbeth: A Critical Reader, edited by John 
Drakakis and Dale Townshend. New York: Bloomsbury, 2013: 18-54. 
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also establish the means to know “the good or euill fortune, by the outwarde notes and lines 
of the face and body.”447 Like the landscape, the body prophesies local, singular accidents 
and large-scale phenomena. As the author/transcriber of almanacs, a book of experiments, 
and other vernacular scientific manuals, Hill presents to his readers the experiential means 
for acquiring knowledge. This outlook on experience as a precursor to knowledge, I argue, 
shapes how Macbeth advances the claim that there are multiple texts—preternatural signs, 
elemental disruption, and the physical cheap pamphlets many in the audience would have 
studied—for understanding the appropriate circumspection afforded to a magical 
environment. These methods for gaining knowledge prefigure the scientific empiricism of the 
latter seventeenth-century, with its energies ostensibly devoted to overturning traditional, 
particularly Aristotelian, legitimate hierarchies in natural philosophical investigation.448 
Borrowing from the perspective of almanacs, how-to-manuals, and books of secrets, I 
suggest below that Macbeth promotes the same type of experiential knowledge as the 
vernacular scientific print in the period espoused.  
As historians of science such as Pamela Smith and William Eamon have shown, 
particular social positions and professions were thought to provide direct experience—and 
consequently valuable, accurate contributions to knowledge—of nature and preternature.449 
Just as the audience consisted of people from all social and educative positions, early modern 
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448 See Crane, Losing Touch with Nature.   
 
449 Discussing the dissemination of forms of knowledge in marketplaces and urban sites, Eamon notes that 
“[s]ome sixteenth-century humanists and natural philosophers maintained that a truer understanding of nature 
might be gained in markets and workshops than from books” (207). “Markets, Piazzas, and Villages” in The 
Cambridge History of Science Vol. III, edited by Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006: 206-223. See also Smith, The Body of the Artisan, 18. 
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intellectual culture was one of varied participants, a social and informational interchange that 
was reflected—and performed—onstage. Different modes of interpretation appear on 
Shakespeare’s stage with surprising frequency, and often alongside appraisals of vernacular 
knowledge. Here we might consider Bottom’s humorous injunction to turn to an almanac—
“Look in the almanac, find out moonshine! Find out moonshine!” (3.1.49-50)—and the 
Nurse’s extended recollection of Juliet’s weaning based on her memory of an earthquake.450 
Predating the Baconian injunction to privilege experience as a means for producing 
information, scholars in the period increasingly sought alternative methods for procuring and 
crafting knowledge beyond a tradition of Aristotelian causality. This social leveling of 
empirical experiences anticipates later avowals (which were not necessarily realized) by 
natural philosophical investigators, particularly those of the Royal Society, that knowledge in 
the sciences could only be achieved collaboratively.451 
Macbeth differs from Shakespeare’s other tragedies in the increased number of voices 
chiming in on how to encounter and explain preternatural occurrences. Characters often 
waver between belief and disbelief, finding that the environment has, as the Old Man 
explains, “trifled former knowings” (2.4.4). Indeed, as I will demonstrate, tracing 
Shakespeare’s use of the term “trifle” reveals the very fluidity of disparate knowledge 
practices in the period. In Macbeth, the act of accepting such “trifling” as a precondition of 
                                                        
450 A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in The Arden Shakespeare Complete Works, edited by Richard Proudfoot, 
Ann Thompson and David Scott Kastan. London; New Delhi; New York; Sydney: Bloomsbury, rpr. 2014 and 
Romeo and Juliet.  
 
451 Scholars often cite Thomas Spratt’s claims for a more democratic scientific society in The History of the 
Royal-Society of London for the Improving of Natural Knowledge. London: 1667. Of course, in practice, 
many—particularly women—were still excluded from professional acknowledge of their empirical 
contributions to science.  
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the environment allows for figures to read these signs with a clearer sense of how to prevent 
or counteract the preternatural forces in nature.  
It is significant, however, that these perceptive talents are woefully lacking in the 
King and Queen. Macbeth quickly believes in and eventually credits entirely the Weird 
Sisters’ prophecies and Lady Macbeth actively welcomes demonic presences into her body, 
while Banquo and others maintain a steady distance. Both Lady Macbeth and Macbeth 
interact readily with the preternatural forces of the environment. Their experiences lead to 
her sleepwalking and his complete disassociation from the environment itself. And when 
they lose the ability to discern between reality and illusion, they, too, become vulnerable to 
others’ reading their bodies for signs of magical or demonic influence. The Macbeths’ 
proximity to the preternatural is in part what contributes to their tragic circumstances.452  
Macbeth’s initial encounter with the Weird Sisters stages the difficulty of interpreting 
preternatural phenomena. Upon the witches’ first designation of Macbeth as king, the thane 
is “rapt withal” (1.3.55), a cognitive trance he falls into repeatedly during the first half of the 
play. In Macbeth’s efforts to interpret the Weird Sisters, he responds with his body, 
imagination and passions.  
This supernatural soliciting 
 Cannot be ill, cannot be good. If ill,  
 Why hath it given me earnest of success 
 Commencing in a truth? I am Thane of Cawdor.  
 If good, why do I yield to that suggestion  
                                                        
452 On the “indefiniteness” of the play see Stephen Booth, King Lear, Macbeth, Indefinition, and Tragedy. New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1983.  
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 Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair 
 And make my seated heart knock at my ribs 
 Against the use of nature? Present fears 
 Are less than horrible imaginings.  
 My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical, 
 Shakes so my single state of man that function 
 Is smothered in surmise, and nothing is 
 But what is not. (1.3.126-141)  
In wavering between the good and ill, Macbeth turns to the image of Duncan’s death, an 
immediate and visceral response that is brought about by his refusal to engage epistemically 
with the tempting knowledge offered by the Weird Sisters. Taking the “earnest of success” as 
a guarantor of future promises, Macbeth’s understanding of the future relies on his 
experiences of his own body; “Against the use of nature” signals that Macbeth knows his 
own responses to dissonant or disturbing fancies. Macbeth, at least initially, possesses some 
means for reading his physiological and psychological states, a quality of introspection that 
he quickly disavows once he is offered further proof of the fruits of prophetic promises in his 
resolve to act as an agent in their fulfilment.  
As critics have noted, Banquo proceeds more cautiously than Macbeth, distancing 
himself from the witches’ “supernatural soliciting.”453 He carefully judges their appearance 
                                                        
453 Debapriya Sarkar helpfully reminds us “[e]ven after the prophecies are partially fulfilled, Banquo keeps 
reiterating that one should not dissociate what the witches know from what they are” (92). See “‘To crown my 
thoughts with acts’: Prophecy and Prescription in Macbeth” in Macbeth: The State of Play, edited by Ann 
Thompson. New York: Bloomsbury, 2014: 83-106.  
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and manner, not unlike Horatio’s response to the Ghost of King Hamlet. In Banquo’s 
hesitation:   
You seem to understand me 
By each at once her choppy finger laying 
Upon her skinny lips. You should be women, 
And yet your beards forbid me to interpret  
That you are so. (1.3.41-44).  
Blazoning these demonic agents, Banquo runs up against what “should” be, and the “should” 
derives from his experiential knowledge of gender differentiation and his supposition that 
these are not figures of a strictly human order. As we shall see, previous experience proves 
highly significant in how the play juggles and juxtaposes distinct forms of knowledge. The 
witches’ beards, another signifier, prevent Banquo from reaching a conclusion on what and 
who these figures are; Banquo’s assessment oscillates between belief and disbelief. He 
acknowledges the possibility that the witches’ existence could be a hallucination rising from 
the “insane root / That takes the reason prisoner” (1.3.82-83). Consequently, he treats the 
encounter as an investigation: “I’th’ name of truth, / Are ye fantastical or that indeed / Which 
outwardly ye show?” (1.3.53-55). Banquo is not “rapt” with the prophecies of the Weird 
Sisters neither before nor after he learns he is the progenitor of monarchs. Unlike Macbeth, 
Banquo studies what appears before him but refuses to get too close to the language or 
embrace the promises of power that the Weird Sisters proffer. Macbeth defers interpreting 
the very presence of the witches, whereas Banquo carefully reads their bodies and their 
ability to deceive. The two thanes approach prognostication with very different methods for 
understanding what the Weird Sisters’ language can promise.  
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Heeding his experiential knowledge, Banquo’s cautious response echoes the 
emphases found in contemporary almanacs and other vernacular scientific print, where 
readers are instructed to identify wondrous events as signifying deviations from the ordinary.  
Attention to natural and preternatural signs, for example, features prominently in Thomas 
Stephins’ 1549 almanac: “For like as before any great or sumpteous building fall, there 
appereth to the eye some evident token or signe thereof. In like maner, neuer was there Citie 
nor cou[n]trey that had any great plague or ve[n]geaunce from God to fall vpon it, but the 
same was first thretend and admonisshed [sic] with som token, signe, or prodegy fro[m] 
heaue[n].”454 Macbeth’s and Banquo’s separate responses to the witches allow scholars a 
way into understanding the play’s emphasis on the act of interpretation, particularly when the 
agent, object, or landscape appears magical or unnatural. Banquo’s knowledge and 
interpretation stems from the same perspective articulated in Stephins’ and others’ almanacs, 
in which the signs of the cosmos, including the figures of the Weird Sisters, present texts 
upon which one can base foreknowledge. These are oracles that must be read contextually, 
alongside unnatural beards and, further in the play, the behavior of animals and 
environments. This explains, in part, Banquo’s distancing later from the “honest trifles” 
(1.3.123) that such signs articulate.  
Banquo warns Macbeth,  
Oftentimes to win us to our harm 
The instruments of darkness tell us truths, 
Win us with honest trifles to betray’s 
In deepest consequence. (1.3.120-124). 
                                                        
454 Thomas Stephins, A Nevve Almanacke, A2r.  
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The thane acknowledges the trickery associated with surprising interactions amid a cosmos 
of preternatural causality. These “honest trifles,” however, are precisely what enrapture 
Macbeth, occasioning his many moments of trance-like disengagement from the conversation 
of others. Vatic utterances are a form of knowledge that must be read alongside and against 
the gathered experiences of one’s lifetime. Macbeth, perhaps because of his desire for power 
or his willful forgetting of the dangers of demonic concourse, fails to take Banquo’s warning 
seriously. He instead believes these “imperfect speakers” (1.3.68) who nonetheless possess 
“strange intelligence” (1.3.74). Moreover, imperfect as they are, the Weird Sisters do speak 
with authority. Moments after the witches’ elemental vanishing, Ross and Angus greet 
Macbeth by his new title as Thane of Cawdor. Macbeth’s response to such intelligence 
situates knowledge in a process of reiteration—with “two truths” serving as “happy 
prologues to the swelling act / Of the imperial theme” (1.3.126; 127), Macbeth believes it 
only logical that the third prophecy shall also prove true. Abusing the precepts of experiential 
knowledge, Macbeth places preternatural prophecy in the same category as evidence of 
further prophetic fulfilment.  
What Banquo labels “honest trifles” are, for Macbeth, highly consequential 
guarantees, which require a type of contractual response on his part, a demonic compact that 
is unspoken but sealed ultimately by his imagination and, later, his blood-stained hands. 
Immediately figuring his role in guaranteeing the finale to the “swelling act,” Macbeth 
imagines that these prophecies demand he play a significant part in the downfall of Duncan. 
In a play centrally concerned with the indeterminacy of interpretation as a viable act, why 
does Macbeth believe that the crime must be committed at all? Suspended between 
mischance and fortune, Macbeth strives to quell his physical response to the “horrid image” 
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by reasoning that “chance” may bring about his succession to the crown without requiring 
him to act, a moral neutrality that Macbeth finds impossible to maintain for very long. 
In contrast to Macbeth’s readiness to trifle with preternatural forces, the play hosts a 
chorus of interpreters of this strange Scottish setting, which includes kings, thanes, and 
common folk. Marginalized figures provide commentary; these individuals volunteer their 
own experiential knowledge in assessing a cosmos of preternatural phenomena. In this 
period, preternature was that which was neither divine nor natural, but rather encompassed 
all external influences, agents, and elements that could not be accounted as miracles or 
physical processes occurring logically in nature. As Lorraine Daston discusses, preternature 
comprised that which was beyond nature, including monsters and “strange weather, figured 
stones, […], and myriad other deviations from the ordinary course of nature.”455 
Shakespeare’s plays, particularly his tragedies, are replete with considerations of what 
preternature can and cannot do and how one should read signs of influence. As the Weird 
Sisters admit, they are circumscribed in their ability to enact harm—“Though is bark cannot 
be lost, / Yet it shall be tempest-tost” (1.3.24-25). Nonetheless their actions and charms call 
for interpretation, one that may recognize their limitations alongside their powers. Characters 
are confronted with alterations in the skies and the movement of malevolent beings down 
below, and they often articulate the insufficiency of their knowledge. But the knowledge 
invoked proves various—some is elite and some folksy. The play explores the unstable 
means through which early moderns might adequately understand, although not entirely 
explicate, harbingers of destruction or political downfall.  
                                                        
455 Daston, “The Nature of Nature in Early Modern Europe,” Configurations 6.2 (Spring 1998): 155.  
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Many figures in Macbeth entertain a supple and accommodating method for 
understanding Scotland. Responding to its witches, apparitions, and unnatural spectacles, 
characters adapt to the need for observation and careful explication.456 The landscape 
functions as a text, but one that features various keys for its exposition; the marlets adorning 
the Macbeths’ castle could be read as ironic signs of fecundity, misleading signifiers of the 
destruction awaiting Duncan, or simply, in Banquo’s assessment, a token “that the heaven’s 
breath / Smells wooingly here” (1.6.4-5). So much is at stake in these expressions of 
knowledge and belief, for they shape how we as audiences and scholars approach larger 
categories of explication, including causality and external influence. Ultimately, the Scottish 
play exposes the limitations and problems of the Macbeths’ refusal to interpret the 
preternatural signs of nature as signifiers of larger supernatural and astral influence. Instead, 
their ready belief in the positive truths delivered by preternatural foretelling muddles their 
capacity to discern the malefic consequences of that belief.  
Macbeth is unique in representing preternatural figures and disruptions of natural 
regularity as already a part of the realities of the Scottish landscape. In the early modern 
English imagination, Scotland is a land of shadowy influences, magical promptings, and 
                                                        
456 While I am indebted to ecocritical scholarship, my emphases in this chapter diverge from analyzing early 
modern and contemporary ecological practices and considering contemporary implications for how we act as 
stewards of nature. I focus instead on acts of interpretation and knowledge production regarding the external 
world, what we would today term the environment. Nonetheless, this scholarship and scholarship on the 
environment more broadly have remained significant to my own understanding of early modern relationships 
between the cosmos and human subjects. Selected works include Bruce Boehrer, Shakespeare Among the 
Animals: Nature and Society in the Drama of Early Modern England. New York: Palgrave/St. Martin’s Press, 
2002; Ernst Cassirer, The Individual and the Cosmos in Renaissance Philosophy. Translated by Mario 
Domandi. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1963; Lorraine Daston and Fernando Vidal, eds. The 
Moral Authority of Nature. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004; Carolyn Merchant, The Death of 
Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution. San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1980; Earthcare: 
Women and the Environment. London: Routledge, 1995; Thomas, Man and the Natural World: Changing 
Attitudes in England, 1500-1800. New York: Pantheon, 1983; and Robert N. Watson, Back to Nature: The 
Green and the Real in the Late Renaissance. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006.  
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mysterious metrological disruptions.457 And this precondition of locale determines how we 
understand Shakespeare’s broader engagement with alternative natural philosophical theories 
of the environment. However, the interpretive puzzles occasioned by preternature are also 
present in King Lear. For Gloucester, nature continually disrupts its own patterns of 
explicability, belying any simple method for capturing the idiosyncrasies of a complex and 
copious landscape: “These late eclipses in the sun and moon portend no good to us. Though 
the wisdom of Nature can reason it thus and thus, yet nature finds itself scourged by the 
sequent effects” (1.2.104-106).458 In Gloucester’s estimation, natural philosophy, the 
“wisdom of Nature,” offers little consolation for the tangible natural and preternatural effects 
resulting from cosmological signification.459 
Gloucester’s chagrin, and perhaps bafflement, is countered by the many other voices 
in the conversation about what disruptions in nature signify, including the Fool, Edgar as 
Mad Tom, and of course Edmund, who as an illegitimate son positions himself as intimately 
aware of the ontological and epistemic nuances of the discussion regarding the natural and 
nature. By taking into account the beliefs of those who credited power to demons, the stars, 
and other agents, Shakespeare’s plays suggest that there is more than one way to read and 
produce knowledge amid these accidents.  
                                                        
457 See Floyd-Wilson, “English Epicures and Scottish Witches,” 132.  
 
458 Shakespeare, King Lear.   
 
459 These “sequent effects,” furthermore, occasioned speculation and alarm for early modern observers. As 
Michael Witmore illustrates, the notion of “accidents” in the natural world blurred the lines between fiction and 
reality, becoming for certain spectators a “source of knowledge.” Just as Witmore’s analysis calls attention to 
the obfuscation of the boundary between fact and fiction, I find the early modern stage’s representations of 
preternature advances a similar interpretative space of indeterminacy, a site that is nonetheless fruitful for 
accommodating the many epistemic challenges in an environment of irregularities. See Culture of Accidents: 
Unexpected Knowledges in Early Modern England. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001: 5. 
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Banquo’s many questions undergird the play’s staging of how to approximate 
understanding of preternatural intervention: alone onstage, Banquo wonders of the Weird 
Sisters “If there come truth from them / […] / May they not be my oracles as well, / And set 
me up in hope?” (3.1.6; 9-10. Emphases mine). The subjunctive “if” clause works to impress 
upon spectators Banquo’s deliberative, cautious understanding of the Weird Sisters’ 
prophecies. Skeptical of how far their authority extends, Banquo nonetheless acknowledges 
that they may be active agents in establishing him as “the root and father / Of many kings” 
(3.1.5-6). An uncanny space between belief and disbelief is evoked by figures like Banquo 
and the Old Man, who appears in only one scene but offers an important explication of the 
landscape. As I contend, in wavering in their responses, refusing to settle immediately on a 
single interpretation of what the signs of the preternatural denote, characters in Macbeth 
allow more room for the ways magical agents might occlude understanding.  
This is most apparent when we pay attention to a figure often cut from performances 
and absent from scholarly discussion. In the nobleman Ross’s conversation with the Old 
Man, he takes seriously his interlocutor’s lay perspective on both natural and political 
changes foretelling of disaster: 
Old Man:  Threescore and ten I can remember well: 
   Within the volume of which time I have seen 
   Hours dreadful and things strange; but this sore night 
   Hath trifled former knowings. 
Ross:   Ah, good father, 
   Thou seest, the heavens, as troubled with man’s act, 
   Threaten his bloody stage: by the clock, ‘tis day, 
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   And yet dark night strangles the travelling lamp: 
   Is’t night’s predominance, or the day’s shame, 
   That darkness does the face of earth entomb, 
   When living light should kiss it? 
Old Man:  ‘Tis unnatural, 
   Even like the deed that’s done. On Tuesday last, 
   A falcon, towering in her pride of place, 
   Was by a mousing owl hawk’d at and kill’d. (2.4.1-13) 
The Old Man’s former “knowings” (4) run up against the conditions in Scotland, in which he 
analyzes what is “unnatural” (10) in juxtaposition with “the volume” (2) of his cumulative 
experiential knowledge. The regicide has so drastically altered the landscape that Scotland 
now has to be seen through the lens of this act. From the audience’s perspective, having 
encountered the three witches onstage, the Old Man offers a crucial statement of 
accommodation regarding the intervention of the preternatural into social and political 
affairs. Deriving authority not from social class or learning—about which we know 
nothing—the Old Man’s age and straightforward observations of Scotland’s landscape 
counter—and perhaps critique—the credulity we have already seen exemplified by Macbeth. 
Indeed, the fact that the Old Man is aged is significant. In the period, although senectitude 
was cited in the seven ages of man as a state of second childhood, a separate tradition 
associated old age with wisdom and temperance.460  
The Old Man and his environs are likewise affected by Macbeth’s dealings with the 
                                                        




demonic entities and forms of prognostication that the witches volunteer, which have 
“trifled” his previous forms of knowledge.461 According to the OED, to “trifle” can be to 
“cheat, delude, befool” or to “say what is untrue.”462 Both meanings suggest that the Old 
Man is encountering a state of nature that hides its true meanings behind a shadow of 
irregularity, in which he can only read this trickery of his knowledge for what it foretells of 
further political or social catastrophe. Even given his previous encounters with “things 
strange” (2.4.3), the contemporary state of the natural world trifles with his expectations of 
preternatural intervention.  
 The Old Man’s “trifled knowledge” points us to another Shakespearean use of the 
term that represents a different perspective, albeit one not necessarily in opposition to the Old 
Man’s position of knowledge and accommodation. In All’s Well that Ends Well, Lafeu 
expresses wonder at Helen’s ability to cure the King of France of his fistula:  
 They say miracles are past, and we have our 
 Philosophical persons, to make modern and familiar, 
 Things supernatural and causeless. Hence is it that 
 We make trifles of terrors, ensconcing ourselves 
                                                        
461 This is distinct from a landscape that foreshadows doom instead of responding to crimes already committed. 
See for example, the Welsh Captain’s discussion of the land’s vatic markers of impending change in Richard II:  
The bay trees in our country are all withered, 
And meteors fright the fixed stars of heaven; 
The pale-faced moon looks bloody on the earth, 
And lean-looked prophets whisper fearful change;  
Rich men look sad, and ruffians dance and leap, 
The one in fear to lose what they enjoy, 
The other to enjoy by rage and war.  
These signs forerun the death or fall of kings. (2.4.7-15). 
Richard II, edited by Charles R. Forker. Arden Third Series. New York: Bloomsbury, 2002.  
 
462 “Trifle, v.” Oxford English Dictionary Online. 
http://www.oed.com.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/view/Entry/205962?rskey=dN4Iqw&result=2&isAdvanced=false#eid 
Accessed February 28, 2015. 
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 Into seeming knowledge, when we should submit 
 Ourselves to an unknown fear (2.3.1-6).463 
Lafeu’s overturning of a Post-Reformation Protestant perspective, put forward by 
“philosophical persons,” aligns with the Old Man’s recognition of the significance of 
cannibalistic horses and overweening mousing owls (2.4.13), which demonstrate that the 
miraculous and wonderful are still very much a part of the contemporary landscape. Despite 
the efforts of natural philosophers to render “familiar” those “terrors” that then allow for a 
type of “seeming knowledge,” however, Lafeu suggests that the disenchantment of modern 
theological discourse is what “trifles” or occludes a valuation of wonder and the generative 
possibilities in not knowing—in reading carefully, although not rigidly, the miraculous and 
inexplicable. The problem, of course, is that this knowledge is only a façade; it is a false 
foundation on which to base one’s understanding. Instead, those “things supernatural and 
causeless” are precisely what require inquiry and credulity. Despite, then, the efforts of the 
learned, Lafeu’s sense that there is truth in the “unknown fear” of the preternatural is exactly 
what the Old Man intuits in his exchange with Ross.  
The Old Man and Lafeu come to separate conclusions on what precisely “trifles” 
understanding. And yet there is the sense in both accounts that the very process of trifling is 
generative. Playing with, or turning over, static and secular interpretations of the cosmos, the 
Old Man’s reading and Lafeu’s affirmation of the power of the miraculous both suggest the 
ability of “trifles” to at the very least challenge one’s assumptions about witnessed 
phenomena. The act of questioning such knowledge is made available through the trifling 
                                                        
463 Harry Berger has written on the disknowledge in Lafeu’s speech and argues that his “sententious utterance is 
an example of the seeming knowledge it criticizes.” See Making Trifles of Terrors: Redistributing Complicities 
in Shakespeare. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997: 289.  
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that extends from the witches’ play with Macbeth to the transformation of the landscape in 
the uprooting of Birnam Wood. Winds, creatures, apparitions, and miracles in nature all 
prompt a consideration of what hermeneutic power such trifles can contain.  
The Old Man is only one of several characters whose knowledge of the landscape has 
been trifled by disturbances in the natural world. Lennox sounds uncannily similar to this 
minor character when he discusses the night’s disturbances with Macbeth in the moments 
before the discovery of another wonder, in which “[c]onfusion now hath made his 
masterpiece” (2.3.65), through the murder of King Duncan. Before Macduff’s reentry from 
Duncan’s chamber and the revelation of regicide, Lennox seems perturbed by what particular 
meteorological accidents have signified:  
Lennox:  The night has been unruly: where we lay  
Our chimneys were blown down, and, as they say,  
Lamentings heard i’th’ air, strange screams of death, 
And prophesying with accents terrible 
Of dire combustion and confused events 
New-hatched to th’ woeful time. The obscure bird 
Clamoured the livelong night. Some say the earth 
Was feverous and did shake.464 
Macbeth:  ’Twas a rough night. 
                                                        
464 These lines also recall Glendower’s description of his birth in Henry IV, Part I: 
[A]t my nativity 
The front of heaven was full of fiery shapes, 
Of burning cressets; and at my birth 
The frame and huge foundation of the earth 
Shaked like a coward. (3.1.13-17) 




Lennox:  My young remembrance cannot parallel 
A fellow to it. (2.3.55-64) 
Like the Old Man, Lennox pairs this immediate understanding of phenomena with his 
memory of change. Perhaps he has taken a page from Stephins’ almanac on the tottering 
signs of decay that signal the fall of a great edifice or political catastrophe. In both cases, the 
current preternatural eruptions challenge previous experiential categories of explanation. The 
Old Man and Lennox remind us that experiential knowledge in the period is foremost, and 
strikingly, democratic.465 Both characters understand the environment through a lens of 
portents and preternatural intercession into the causal order of things.   
Macbeth, in large part, is about the ways experiences, and the knowledge gained from 
them can challenge, or “trifle,” interpretations of the landscape.466 No single source of 
understanding is fixed or unequivocal, and it is only through paying attention to the chorus of 
interpreters and their knowledge that we approach understanding the play’s emphasis on a 
broader, more intuitive grasp of preternature than the Macbeths’ understanding presents. 
Obtaining knowledge of external phenomena is a slippery, complex process and demands 
acknowledging the imbrication of the magical and meteorological; this form of interpretation 
relies upon the individual’s ready willingness to account for causal interweaving. But as 
Macbeth painfully refuses to accept, acknowledgement is not the same as using this 
understanding to frame one’s responses. For the King, the process of interpretation slows 
action: “The flighty purpose never is o’ertook / Unless the deed go with it” (4.1.161-162). 
                                                        
465 On the early modern understanding of experience as a form of knowledge, see Dear, Discipline and 
Experience.  
 
466 Richard Kerridge suggests that the play “presents a deep familiarity with a local natural environment as a 
communal sensibility.” See “An Ecocritic’s Macbeth” in Ecocritical Shakespeare, edited by Lynne Bruckner 
and Dan Brayton. Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2011: 195. 
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Rapidity of both response and thought characterize the Macbeths’ engagement with 
preternatural figures. Lady Macbeth, like her husband, is raptured by the conceit of power, 
but hers is a willful intensification of a type of ecstasy. She famously invites unseen spirits, 
“murth’ring ministers” (1.5.48), to attend on her and “take my milk for gall” (1.5.48). In her 
belief in the power of the preternatural, Lady Macbeth enlists these energies as 
coconspirators in obtaining Macbeth’s crown. She anticipates the power Macbeth will win, 
that which “fate and metaphysical aid doth seem / To have thee crowned withal” (1.5.27-28). 
Conjoining fortune with the spirits, Lady Macbeth proceeds further in the imaginative 
narrative of regicide than Macbeth, extending beyond the image of Duncan’s murder to the 
status of royal prerogative such an act will enable.  
Even above this acknowledgement of “metaphysical aid,” Lady Macbeth actively 
invites demonic presences into her body. She denaturalizes the expectations of her gender 
and sex to produce a sex-less self of choler, ambition, and immediate action, a body without 
the impediments of apprehension:  
 Come, you spirits 
 That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here, 
 And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full 
 Of direst cruelty. Make thick my blood, 
 Stop up th’access and passage to remorse, 
 That no compunctious visitings of nature 
 Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between 
 Th’effect and it. (1.5.38-45) 
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Lady Macbeth actively invites “murd’ring ministers” to determine her own position of 
knowing the future. And yet, she also appears cautious, like Banquo, in her response to some 
preternatural disruptions.467 In scolding Macbeth for his fears, she dismisses Macbeth’s 
responses to strange phenomena:   
O these flaws and starts, 
Impostors to true fear, would well become 
A woman’s story at a winter’s fire, 
Authorized by her grandam—shame itself, 
Why do you make such faces? When all’s done 
You look but on a stool. (3.4.63-68). 
Lady Macbeth dismisses the extradiegetic female story, “authorized” and transmitted by her 
“grandam.” Perhaps we should understand Lady Macbeth’s dismissal of the dagger and 
Banquo’s ghost as acts of disknowledge, what Katherine Eggert has recently characterized as 
the possibility “not to know what one knows.”468 Like the blind heavens, impervious of her 
act, Lady Macbeth wishes to un-know or disown the fact that preternatural agents can work 
both within the body and upon the landscape, despite her earlier welcoming of these powers. 
The distinction, for Lady Macbeth, is in crediting those preternatural agents that further her 
desires, providing promises mirroring her ambitions.  
                                                        
467 Of course, Lady Macbeth aims to disassociate herself from all forms of femininity, invoking demonic 
powers to “unsex” her (1.5.41).  
 
468 Katherine Eggert, Disknowledge: Literature, Alchemy, and the End of Humanism in Renaissance England. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015, 2.  
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Macbeth gains an increasingly complex understanding that his natural world may 
respond to the crimes of human agents. He recognizes the affective response that a tale of 
blood can have on its hearers, which for Macbeth includes nature-as-auditor:  
Macbeth:   It will have blood they say: blood will have blood. 
Stones have been known to move, and trees to speak; 
Augures, and understood relations, have 
By maggot-pies, and choughs, and rooks brought forth 
The secret’st man of blood. What is the night? 
Lady Macbeth:  Almost at odds with morning, which is which. (3.4.123-128). 
Macbeth speaks of wonders and Scotland’s response to his acts469 .470 If stones move and 
trees speak, it is a language of shadows, one that addresses all but is discounted by Lady 
Macbeth, who paradoxically disowns her own acts of invocation and the ability of nature to 
respond to human actions. Her answer to Macbeth’s bewilderment is characteristic of the 
play’s larger concern with the category of indeterminacy regarding the preternatural and how 
one is to interpret its many signs.471  
                                                        
469 Mary Ellen Lamb considers the position of female narrative—the old wives’ tales—in Shakespeare’s works. 
As she argues, “Lady Macbeth's scorn for women's narratives within a play largely driven by women's 
narratives, including her own, dramatizes the impossibility of eradicating their power, or the power of the 
women who told them” (537). “Engendering the Narrative Act: Old Wives’ Tales in The Winter’s Tale, 
Macbeth, and The Tempest,” Criticism 40.4 (Fall 1998): 529-553. 
 
470 On early modern fears of night and loss of agency, see Laurie Shannon, “Night-Rule: The Alternative 
Politics of the Dark; or, Empires of the Nonhuman,” in The Accommodated Animal: Cosmopolitiy in 
Shakespearean Locales. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013: 174-217.  
 
471 Interestingly, this moment is also a manifestation of Macbeth’s increasing madness, suggesting perhaps that 
it is only in the space of cognitive dissonance Macbeth can access an alternative approach to understanding how 
outside forces intrude upon the human body and psyche. Carol Thomas Neely’s reading of madness in the play 
neatly captures the movement between alternative understandings of causality: “The continuum of malevolence 
blurs the question of agency in the play as it blurs the question of the ontological status of ‘witches.’ It 
reproduces the period’s ‘hovering’ between contradictory belief systems and conflicting attributions of causality 
and agency: melancholy or the devil, madwomen or witches, castrating wives or ambitious tyrants.” See 
Distracted Subjects: Madness and Gender in Shakespeare and Early Modern Culture. Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 2004: 59.  
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In fantastically grounding his contemplated murder of Duncan in the language of 
preternatural response, Macbeth had anticipated, quite correctly, that the murder of Duncan 
would occasion environmental portents that all would be able to read:  
 Besides, this Duncan 
 Hath borne his faculties so meek, hath been 
 So clear in his great office, that his virtues  
 Will plead like angels, trumpet-tongued against 
 The deep damnation of his taking-off (1.7.16-20) 
While the martlets and Lady Macbeth’s raven are demonic inversions of the angels gracing 
Duncan’s presence, both aviary and divine messengers announce the regicide in language 
that marks the castle and its inhabitants, creating visible signifiers of the deed. As Macbeth 
continues in his apprehension, he moves from the invisible presences in the air to conjuring a 
tempest, a material and manifest sign of political irruption:  
And pity, like a naked new-born babe,  
Striding the blast, or heaven’s cherubic, horsed 
Upon the sightless couriers of the air, 
Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye 
That tears shall drown the wind (1.7.21-25) 
“Every eye” will encounter the effects of the “horrid deed,” one that cannot remain under 
cover of night, despite the King and Queen’s repeated orisons to night’s shadows. Instead, 
the denizens of Scotland—and England—will wail and lament upon learning of Duncan’s 
murder. So too, Macbeth imagines this moment as one of revelation. Not only will every 
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subject in Scotland know the result of the regicide; rather, Macbeth’s understanding of nature 
and preternature also invokes the evidentiary proof of guilt that such a landscape can point to, 
and to a cosmos that others can quite openly and confidently read.  
By opening up the land to the pollution of his own crimes, Macbeth echoes the early 
modern belief that great figures move the cosmos. A typical claim in contemporary scientific 
print was that great figures both caused and were signified by the signs sent by God and His 
agents; as Robert Recorde suggested, “[t]there neuer anye greate chaunge in the worlde, 
nother translations of Imperies, nother scarse anye falle of famous princes, no dearthe and 
penurye, no death and mortalitie, but GOD by the signes of heauen did premonishe men 
therof, to repent and beware betyme.”472 Nonetheless, texts such as Recorde’s also specify 
that nature’s effects, and importantly the ability to read them, are available to all spectators. 
When Macbeth sees Banquo’s ghost at the banquet, the language of wonderment at 
preternatural agents abuts Lady Macbeth’s more distanced refusal to read into the omens of 
the cosmos, often including signs that, significantly, she cannot see:  
You have displaced the mirth, broke the good meeting, 
With most admired disorder.  
Macbeth: Can such things be, 
And overcome us like a summer’s cloud, 
Without our special wonder? You make me strange 
Even to the disposition that I owe, 
When now I think you can behold such sights 
And keep the natural ruby of your cheeks, 
                                                        
472 Recorde, The Castle of Knowledge, A5r.  
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When mine is blanched with fear. (3.4.110-117)  
Macbeth desires for his Queen to share in the “special wonder” of the sights he has 
witnessed, but these illusions are beyond her ken despite her earlier invocation of spirits. In 
this exchange, her own “admired” viewings derive from what she interprets as a natural 
disruption, one that is physical because it refuses to obey the cyclical need of all humans: 
“You lack the season of all natures, sleep” (3.4.142). While Macbeth slowly comes to 
recognize that there are more things—or signs—in heaven and earth, Lady Macbeth resorts 
to a more stolid understanding of Macbeth’s responses to ghosts and landscapes that others 
cannot apprehend. Or, at the very least, in the presence of her husband Lady Macbeth relies 
on this rhetorical means for enjoining Macbeth to “screw your courage to the sticking-place” 
(1.7.61).  
In Macbeth’s distracted search for truth, his questions center on a metaphor of 
meteorological wonders and circle back to the preternatural: “Can such things be, / And 
overcome us like a summer’s cloud, / Without our special wonder?” (3.4.109-111). As the 
Old Man and others in the play know, such “things” as demons, ghosts, and preternatural 
influence can be. The “special wonder” that accompanies such events, however, can only be 
special in a qualified sense, unique in terms of observing but not discounting the presence of 
such figures. These are wonders that must be placed in a larger framework of preternatural 
knowledge in order to intuit their meaning and not be dismissed, as Macbeth attempts to do, 
as “[u]nreal mock’ry” (3.4.106).  
 Macbeth’s acquisition of dangerous, intimate preternatural knowledge reaches its 
apex in Act IV. With natural and political signifiers of his downfall encroaching upon his 
processes of reasoning and his affairs as ruler, Macbeth determines to revisit the Weird 
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Sisters, obtaining further visual and prophetic proof of his future. In this second set of 
predictions, the Weird Sisters present Macbeth with a macabre masque of representational 
prophecies, signaling both ambiguity in Macbeth’s supposed imperviousness to harm from 
those of women born and the impossibility of an entire forest uprooting and crashing in upon 
Dunsinane. In Macbeth’s resolve, knowledge is forefront: “I will tomorrow, / And betimes I 
will, to the weird sisters. / More shall they speak, for now I am bent to know / By the worst 
means the worst” (3.4.131-134). In this same moment of certainty regarding his plans for 
obtaining additional knowledge, however, Macbeth also paradoxically turns away from the 
contemplation that such an understanding demands. He acknowledges “strange things” which 
he has “in head that will to hand,” (3.4.138-139), but in the process of moving from head to 
hand he refuses to then ruminate further on his acquired knowledge and actions—these 
“strange things” thus “must be acted ere they may be scanned” (3.4.139). 
 Throughout the play, Macbeth and his Queen grow progressively closer to the 
preternatural figures that prompt Duncan’s assassination. Whether as explicit cause or simply 
an external manifestation of Macbeth’s already festering ambition at the beginning of the 
play, the Weird Sisters elicit from Macbeth more than a desire to be king. Instead, they 
beckon for him to draw nearer to their demonic sources of knowledge, offering both “honest 
trifles” and knowledge that “trifles former knowings.” Macbeth’s arrival in the Weird 
Sister’s den features his grandest and most illogical disregard of the landscape’s response to 
his own actions. He knows, however, that even in seeking these prophetic figures once again 
he is inviting epistemic certainty on things that “cannot be ill, cannot be good” (1.3.127). 
Upon encountering the Weird Sisters, Macbeth is willing to exchange chaos and non-being 
for certain belief in his own fate:  
 306 
 I conjure you by that which you profess, 
 Howe’er you come to know it, answer me.  
 Though you untie the winds and let them fight 
 Against the churches, though the yeasty waves 
 Confound and swallow navigation up, 
 Though bladed corn be lodged and trees blown down, 
 Though castles topple on their warders’ hears, 
 Though palaces and pyramids do slope 
 Their heads to their foundations, though the treasure 
 Of nature’s germans tumble all together 
 Even till destruction sicken, answer me 
 To what I ask you. (4.1.66-77).  
In his close proximity to these demonic forces, Macbeth disavows learning the sources of 
such knowledge—“Howe’er you come to know it”—in exchange for certainty of what they 
foretell. Earlier, Macbeth desired to locate this source of demonic knowledge precisely—in 
his initial exchange with the Weird Sisters, he demands “from whence / You owe this strange 
intelligence” (1.3.73-74). Now, in a state of fury and resolve, Macbeth loses his interest in 
locating the source of his own prophetic inevitability, in large part because he is already so 
entrenched in his relationship with the preternatural to prevent his turning back: “I am in 
blood / Stepped in so far that, should I wade no more, / Returning were as tedious as go o’er” 
(3.4.135-137). In his talk of wonders and his contemplation of the land’s response to 
regicide, Macbeth rehearses popular narratives of a responsive cosmos. And yet Macbeth 
goes beyond assurances in Act IV that proclaim, instead, that the cosmos does respond to 
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human vice and demonic invocation. Lost amid different possible futures, he abandons all 
forms of signification, only admitting in his hubris that the Weird Sisters may unleash natural 
degradation so long as he, finally, learns “the be-all and the end-all” (1.7.5).  
As we have seen, there are multiple signs that must be read in order to approximate 
an understanding of preternatural influence: the “young remembrance” of Lennox, the 
“volume” of the Old Man’s experiences, and the book of nature itself, which must be read 
continuously and credulously. In a particular moment in Act V, during Lady Macbeth’s 
sleepwalking scene, vernacular text and experiential knowledge meet. Presenting the same 
cautious wonder in the preternatural as almanacs and how-to manuals, books of secrets also 
suggested that experiential knowledge, when recorded, could help categorize the disparate 
lines of causality signified by the omens in the cosmos and writ upon the body. Some of 
these texts present a confluence of theoretical underpinnings and folk practices. Thus, the 
compiler Thomas Lupton’s A thousand notable things is a collection of theoretical and 
practical methods for interpreting the phenomena of its own secrets and the external 
environment. He presents readers, for example, with the “countrymans Astrologie” in not 
reading the skies but the materials beneath: “This is the countrymans Astrologie: which they 
haue long obserued for trueth.”473 Confronted with a patient exhibiting inexplicable 
symptoms, the Doctor must rely on the Waiting-Gentlewoman, who clearly possesses the 
observational and experiential knowledge of the Queen that he lacks. Upon being enjoined to 
“observe her” (5.1.19) by the Waiting-Gentlewoman, the Doctor resolves to write down what 
the Queen says: “I will set down what comes from her, to satisfy my remembrance the more 
                                                        
473 Thomas Lupton, A Thousand Notable Things, of Sundry Sortes. Wherof Some Are Wonderfull, Some 
Straunge, Some Pleasant, Diuers Necessary, a Great Sort Profitable and Many Very Precious. London: 1579, 
52.  
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strongly” (5.1.31-32). And yet, what does this record of the Queen’s somnambulate speeches 
do, save for rendering material and perhaps more permanent the knowledge that those 
serving Lady Macbeth already know? In a sense, the Doctor crafts a particular type of book 
of secrets, one that, if in the hands of the reading public, would prove dangerously 
illustrative. The Doctor and the Waiting-Gentlewoman at first represent the distance in 
knowledge between theory and experience; while the Waiting-Gentlewoman speaks 
confidently regarding Lady Macbeth’s habits of sleepwalking, the Doctor’s encounter with 
the Queen seems confounded by speculation and initial misapprehension of the true cause of 
Lady Macbeth’s psychological instability.  
In recording what the Queen’s troubled mind contains, the Doctor is not only enacting 
a standard medical record-keeping practice; writing is also a means for relinquishing the 
uncertainty he has regarding the Queen’s physical and mental state. Nonetheless, scribal 
impulses elude the author—like Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking or the wonders of the 
preternatural, certain signs remain obscure, and one can only attempt an interpretation 
grounded in supposition, like the Waiting-Gentlewoman’s reading of her mistress. She needs 
no memorial prompting, in part because the experiences of witnessing the Queen’s behavior 
are iterative: she has, “[s]ince His Majesty went into the field” (5.1.4) observed closely Lady 
Macbeth’s erratic actions. This scene highlights the indeterminacy of signs and the different 
ways in which characters might read them. The audience, for example, clearly knows what 
ails the Queen, while the Waiting-Gentlewoman intuits her Lady’s disturbance from her 
experience. The Doctor’s presence, however, highlights how observers who do not possess 
the complete narrative of preternatural intervention in the Scottish court might read signs 
differently; this moment of observation and questioning, then, uncovers what is at stake in 
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reading bodies for signs of internal disturbance. Like the art of physiognomy and the texts of 
vernacular compliers such as Thomas Hill and others, the body as text requires moving 
between belief and disbelief; the Doctor initially hopes to classify the Queen’s illness among 
a list of quantifiable ailments, only to discover that the signs of her disaffection fall into a 
mode of fitfulness beyond the science of medicine. As the Doctor reprimands the woman, 
“you have known what you should not” (5.1.44).474  
The sight of Lady Macbeth’s distemper has produced an effect on the Doctor’s own 
understanding of natural and unnatural causality: “My mind she has mated, and amaz’d my 
sight” (5.1.75). And yet in Lafeu’s formula, amazement and withholding judgment are the 
proper responses to those sights that trifle other forms of explication.475 The Doctor leaves, 
bewildered—and silenced: “I think, but dare not speak” (5.1.76). The Doctor’s textual record 
is finally erased, preventing the transmission of a knowledge that he figures as forbidden. 
This knowledge, of foul deeds and preternatural promptings, is precisely what the Macbeths 
misread: knowledge that is dangerous but necessary for understanding what is at stake in a 
cosmos replete with such preternatural forces.  
As I have argued, other, sometimes marginal, voices are significant in how we 
approach the act of interpretation in Macbeth, and we need to pay attention to those exegeses 
on how preternatural influence can veil or trifle with interpretations at hand. In the play, 
                                                        
474 Editor Kenneth Muir argues that this line is not addressed to the Waiting-Gentlewoman, but rather to the 
sleepwalking figure of the Queen herself. Nonetheless, what the Queen has learned of Macbeth’s actions is 
transmitted to the Waiting-Gentlewoman and thus, whether the object of the reprimand or not, she too is part of 
the cohort of individuals in Macbeth who obtain knowledge that should remain hidden. See Macbeth, page 140, 
note 44.  
 
475 For an influential discussion on the affect of wonder in the period, see Daston and Park, Wonders and the 
Order of Nature. Daston writes elsewhere on the critical distance needed to observe, but also the emotions 
associated with curiosity. See “Curiosity in Early Modern Science,” Word and Image 11.4 (1995): 391-404.  
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characters rely on accommodating, cautious approaches to reading the cosmos. This 
perspective proves much more viable than the Macbeths’ uncritical intimacy with demonic 
truths, in language and forces that play with their experiential knowledge and render their 
understanding inadequate when confronted with a landscape that speaks on its own. We 
know that at least one early audience member, Simon Forman, found the whisperings of the 
environment more resonant than contemporary scholarship. In Forman’s words, before 
Duncan’s assassination “many prophecies [were] seen that night and the day before.”476 This 
seems to suggest that Forman, while not entirely a reliable witness, nonetheless found the 
Old Man’s commentary and others’ observations about the environment notable enough to 
merit record and later recollection. With their lives so contingent upon the changing of the 
seasons and the ability to read the natural world for what it might foretell, many in the early 
modern period had to develop their own methods for understanding the meaning behind 
change and the behavior of nature. One means for doing so was to take seriously the 
preternatural possibilities in the cosmos and apply an enfolding, multi-layered interpretation 
of the agents within the landscape. Those like the Old Man in Macbeth are able to carry on 
an intellectual exchange regarding causality not because of any specific textual learning in 
the intricacies of natural philosophy. Rather, the Old Man and Ross interact on the basis of a 
shared experience of natural and preternatural disasters that runs up against a lifetime of 
paying careful attention to the environment’s behavior. Such perspectives on knowledge did 
not follow a specific natural philosophical school of thought, but were articulated in the 
                                                        






vernacular scientific print of the period, which included almanacs, manuals, and books of 
secrets. Within the larger epistemic and cosmological framework of Macbeth, Shakespeare 
diffuses representations of different knowledge paradigms among the noblemen, ordinary 
citizens, and even preternatural figures such as the Weird Sisters. In advancing numerous 
means for interpreting the cosmos, Macbeth as a literary experiment not only comments upon 
but also encourages its audiences to enact similar epistemic ploys in their own valuations of 
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